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by Amanda Helms
Your daughter is three and a half years old a thwarted three-year-old. “Mommy! I’m
the first time she tries to drown herself in being a mermaid!”
the bathtub.
Out of a mouth suddenly dry, you
You return after thirty seconds away to
manage, “Oh?”
fetch another towel (later you’ll discover
she’d only hidden it in the under-sink
She nods, and stalks back to the tub, and
cabinet), and there Kadence is, lying still
has already swung a leg over the edge by
under the water, her black hair coiling
the time you recover yourself and go to
around her head in ringlets, the tip of her help her.
nose poking out of the water.
Later, after lotion and jammies and
Screaming, you hoist her out of the tub,
bedtime stories (three), you hug her and
lay her on the floor, curse yourself for not say, “I love you, Kadence, so so much.”
taking another child CPR class except for
Eyelids drooping, she smiles, closedthe one the hospital suggested while you
lipped, and strokes your cheek. “I love
were still pregnant—
you too, Mommy.” She rolls over in her
—and realize that her mouth is open and bed to face her wall, covered in unicorn
and ninja decals. She’d picked them from
her eyes are open and she’s screaming
one of those random shops on Etsy. You
too.
hadn’t known such a thing existed, but
Yasmin’s moms were both capable artists
You sag against the cabinets while your
and had painted their daughter’s room
heart still thuds in your chest, hard, and
with ninjas and narwhals, and when you
stare blankly at your daughter while she
commented you had no such skills,
glares at you with the impotent rage of

Cherise had touched you on the arm and
said, “Well, you can find anything on
Etsy.”
Kadence picked the ninja and unicorn
decals herself.
“Mommy,” Kadence says, “I need to
sleep.”
“Sorry, honey. Good night. I love you.”
You turn off the light and exaggeratedly
tiptoe out, like always. Kadence—rolled
over to face you again—giggles. Gently,
you shut the door, and lean against it.
Kadence didn’t choose mermaids for
her wall three months ago, and didn’t
mention “being a mermaid” again after
the screaming and the (supposed)
salvation from drowning.
Nevertheless, it’s time to call Dad.

You call him next day, sitting in your
car during your lunch break at work, an
uneaten chicken artichoke sandwich in
the passenger seat.
Your father listens quietly as you explain
What Happened last night, and you
picture him standing beside his bay
window, where he has a small view of
the marina. Houses built up around his
in the intervening years, so that now he
has to stretch his shrinking back to peer
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through the upper left corner, where he
can make out the masts of sailboats and,
very occasionally, the blue-green water of
the Gulf.
“Well,” he says, when you come to a
lurching stop in the story, “I guess you
want me to talk to her?”
Your exhale echoes back to you through
the earpiece. “I mean, yes, but in person?
I think we’re due for a visit, anyway.
Kadence probably doesn’t remember the
last time she saw the Gulf.” Eighteen
months ago. Aside from the occasional
video call—which your father has always
found unpleasant and for which he
continuously made excuses, to the point
you gave up and stuck with regular phone
calls—you, and Kadence, haven’t seen
him since your last visit to Galveston.
His silence this time is longer than the
first, and for several seconds you think
he’s going to say no.
But then: “I guess a weekend visit might
be all right.”
It’s something you’ve come to appreciate
about your father, that he always
states his boundaries up front. A short
visit, then, where he can perform his
grandfatherly duties and retreat back into
his personal life.
“We can get a hotel room, too.”
This pause is longer than the first, shorter

than the second. “No,” he says finally. “I
can set up the guest room.” For the first
time, a smile enters his voice. “Makes it
easier to share pancake breakfasts.”

rather than glasses, and it’s a word that’s
stuck to him—and a blue plaid shirt. His
pants are gray, and the weave of them has
small repeating arches. Like scales.

“Okay,” you say, unashamed to let the
relief, and small amount of joy, enter your
voice. “Maybe in a couple of months?”

“Moira,” he says, looking at you. Then,
down to Kadence, who has his same kelp
eyes, but your black curls. “And Kadence.”
A smile splits his face, and everything
about him turns bright, like the sun
glittering on the surface of the sea. “I
believe I’m supposed to say something
about how big you’ve gotten?”

After the careful negotiations where you
agree to research flights and suggest a
weekend—which you establish as Friday
to Sunday, or maybe very early Monday—
you hang up.
Neither of you said “I love you,” but
that’s okay, because some things you just
understand.

The weekend of the visit arrives. Kadence
has flown before, but was only two then,
and so views everything through the lens
of novelty: the airport, the plane, the
rented car with rented car seat.
Your father.
You arrive at his house—a bungalow with
a dormer window in the front, painted a
sunwashed mint green—at three in the
afternoon. Kadence napped a bit on the
plane and even in the car, a small mercy.
She stares at your father, taking in his
eyes, the color of kelp, and his hair, the
color of driftwood, and his skin, the color
of wet sand. He wears thin-rimmed black
spectacles—that’s what he calls them,

Kadence frowns. “You saw pictures.” She
pushes past him. “Mommy said you have
cookies?”
“Sorry,” you say, and hold out your arms
for a hug first.
“It’s okay,” he says, and encloses you
briefly, like seaweed slipping away. Well.
Not as awkward as it could’ve been.
“Need help with the luggage?”
You accept because Dad likes to feel
useful, and you trust that Kadence,
seeking cookies, will last five minutes
alone in the house.
It turns out you were wrong, somewhat,
because when you and Dad are done
unloading the car—just your carry-on and
Kadence’s dinosaur backpack—and have
gone into the living room, Kadence is
sitting in the middle of the wood floor, a
blue faux leather photo album in her lap.
She’s pulled one picture out of its plastic
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cover and peers at it with the same level
of concentration she displays for building
her Duplo castles.
She glances up at the sound of your
suitcase rolling to a stop. “This is
Grandpa? And Grandma?”
You already know the photo she’s found,
even though you’re eight feet away and
the photo is long-faded and small, three
by five inches. Dad must already know,
too, because he clears his throat and takes
a slightly unsteady step back, as if the
couple of pounds of Kadence’s backpack
have suddenly set him off-balance.
But even though you know, you stride to
your daughter and crouch on the floor
beside her.
And there it is: your mom, sitting on
the edge of a pier with her coiling black
hair cropped short, much shorter than
most women at the time cut it—beads of
water on her face and the tip of her nose,
smiling broadly, with her arm wrapped
around Dad—

A few minutes later, the cookies (lemon
shortbread) have been retrieved, and your
father and your daughter have retreated
to the faded brown, threadbare-in-spots
couch, their knees bent together like two
schoolyard friends sharing secrets.
Heaviness pools in your belly, followed
soon by dismay. For the heaviness is envy.
Of your three-year-old.
Who is thinking to ask questions you
never did.
“Why’d you leave?”
And, moreover, you realize as your
father’s lips purse and he tilts his head,
he’s going to answer.
“I fell in love,” he says, simply.
Kadence’s eyes are big, like those Disney
princess dolls. “With Grandma?”

He smiles, wider than you’ve seen in
—who is not on the pier, but instead
years. A smile that shows all of his even,
behind it, with his arms braced on its
white teeth. “Yes. But also with this.” He
edge, pushing himself out of the lake.
makes a gesture, meant to encompass
He’s shirtless, and because he’s shirtless, not just the living room of his bungalow
it’s easy to see where the skin gives way
or his bungalow itself—which, of course,
to shimmering silver scales.
he purchased several years after your
mother died, and even longer after you’d
Though you haven’t confirmed to Kadence graduated college and moved out—but
one way or another, her eyes are wide
also the whole wide world outside of it.
with betrayal and her lips tremble, and
she wails, “Grandpa’s a merman?”
Helms

Kadence nods sagely. “Like Ariel.”
You think it’s going to make him upset,
being compared to that movie—”No
magical kingdoms under the sea,” he’d
once grumbled on the phone during
chitchat about Kadence’s screen time. “We
have a democracy that actually works”—
but instead he smiles, and his eyes
behind his spectacles twinkle. You don’t
remember his eyes twinkling, ever.

Placing a gentle hand on her shoulder,
you shake your head and say, “Wait.”
Kadence’s brow furrows, and she stares
up at you. “Grandpa’s really a merman?”
Was, you think. Was. “It was his secret.”
Which Kadence ferreted out, but then
all that means is she jumpstarted the
purpose of this visit.

Nevertheless, it bothers you, the tiniest
Maybe that’s what it is, to be a
bit. The wisdom on infant adoptees, for
grandparent. To know that when you have instance, is that they should grow up
the hard shit to deal with, it’s just a day
always knowing they’re adopted, and
or two at most, and then you get to hand there should be no one big moment that
the kid off for the rest of it.
they learned it. That instead it becomes a
fact about themselves they just know, like
Well, fair enough. Your father has already their name and their hair color. Should it
had his share of the hard shit.
have been the same for Kadence?
Your thoughts make you lose the thread
Should it have been the same for you?
of what your father’s saying. “… had to
get their ideas from somewhere, you know.” Holding an oblong pearl-white box with a
sliding lid, Dad shuffles back. Despite its
Though your father’s explanation of
color, it’s not pearl, your father said, but
why took less than a minute, it’s enough
bone from a long-dead deep sea creature.
for Kadence, and she moves on to the
He never said what, precisely, but when
question you did ask, “how.”
he finally told you the truth about
himself, you were old enough for your
Without a word, your father stands and
imagination to go into overdrive, even
shuffles from the room. It’s the shuffle of if you were also too old to believe that
an aging man, but you recognize it also
creature meant something like “leviathan”
from when you, and he, were younger.
or “kraken.”
Stress makes him lose his footing.
“Here,” he says to Kadence, handing her
“Grandpa?” Kadence starts to push herself the box. And he uses the same words he
off the couch to follow him, but here you did when he explained this to you. “I had
intervene.
to give up a piece of my heart.”
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“Oh,” she says. She pets his knee. “That’s
badder than a voice.”
The only reaction on your father’s part is
to close his eyes, briefly.
A question you want to ask now, because
you suspect Kadence doesn’t have the
words for it: Was it worth it?

At eight, you tuck Kadence into the guest
bed, where you’ll join her later, and
where, she repeated throughout the late
afternoon and evening, she did not nap
and she was so bored.
But now she rubs her eyes and yawns
hugely.
“Still want a story?”

Kadence has the box on her lap. Her small
hands rove over its surface, noting the
“Yes,” she says, and you think she’ll
small bumps and ridges.
ask for the story of how Grandpa met
Grandma or how he gave up his heart, but
Then she hands it back.
instead what she asks for is not an actual
story. “If Grandpa’s a merman, are you,
Your father takes it, with some surprise.
too? Or a mermaid,” but she’s frowning,
“You don’t want to see it?”
like she can’t imagine you and mermaid
together.
She shakes her head. “A heart is private.”
Well, you never could yourself.
When neither you nor your father say
anything, she frowns. “Isn’t it?”
“Merwoman,” she says. “Are you a
merwoman?” Her eyes get big. “Am I?”
It startles you to movement. You sweep
her up and kiss her head. “Yes, it is.”
“The magic only affected him,” you say.
“It didn’t pass down.”
You try to meet your father’s gaze over
the top of your daughter’s head, but he’s
“Mommy,” she says, “the magic made him
lost in thought, chewing one corner of his legs. Grandma already had them. So you
lip.
got them, too.”
Because you’re a coward, you leave him
like that, saying Kadence needs a nap
(“No, I don’t!”) and leaving him alone
in the living room, with the pieces of his
heart in his chest and in the bone of an
ancient monster.
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You start to open your mouth—you’d
meant the magic that made merpeople to
begin with, that you’d assumed Dad had
given up, along with his heart. But what if
Kadence is right, and the magic, the newer
magic, gave him legs, but didn’t change
the core of who he was?

Is.

out with the water up to his waist, with a
white box clutched to his chest, and with
She yawns and snuggles back against her
his free hand he clawed at his belt—he
pillow. Your father uses a lighthouse sheet hadn’t even changed into swim trunks—
set for the guest room, and the tip of the
and where his waistband slipped down
lighthouse peeks above Kadence’s head,
a bit at his side, there you saw a silver
almost like a hat. Her eyes drift shut, and gleam, as of scales.
her breathing evens.
You shake your head a little to clear it.
You ease off the bed.
“Dad,” you say, going into the kitchen,
But she fooled you, because when you
“you know I don’t like chicory tea.”
are about to shut the door, Kadence says,
“We’re both mermaids.”
He glances at you over the rims of his
spectacles. “I know. But I still do.” He
Your heart seizes, a little, but Kadence’s
gives the pot a last stir and replaces it on
breathing is so even you think maybe you the stove. “Just a few minutes.” A small
imagined her speaking in the first place.
hesitation. “You want anything?”
Out of the mouths of babes, you think, and
stand there a moment more, listening to
your mermaid breathe.

When you finally leave the safety of the
guest room threshold, you find your
dad has vacated the living room for the
kitchen. He’s brewing chicory tea, and
the coffeelike scent sends you straight
back to your childhood, after Mom died,
the time when the pot of chicory tea had
been left on the stove to keep warm, but
started to burn, and so you’d run out to
the lake—because your family hadn’t lived
by anything resembling an ocean in those
days (“Too tempting,” Dad said later), but
instead a small cabin by a lake—
—and Dad was there, sobbing, wading

It’s a question that requires you to
assess the state of your body. Anxiety
always made your stomach churn and
your bowels clench, and there was a long
stretch in your teens and twenties where
your ribs poked out stark against your
skin, a mountain range in miniature.
“Maybe in a bit.”
Dad frowns, opens his mouth, closes
it again. Gives a tiny shake of his head.
“So.” He clears his throat. “About
Kadence . . . ?”
You chew on your lower lip, realize what
you’re doing, spit it out again. You spent
a good portion of your teens and twenties
with a chronically chapped lip, too.
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The only way through is headlong, you
think, and speak so quickly your words
trip into each other. “I think we should
let her try it. See if she can . . . “ Transform
doesn’t seem quite right. “Swim,” you
say finally.
Dad goes to the pantry, comes back with a
package of Girl Scout cookies. Tagalongs.
He pulls out the tray, rips off the plastic,
then pushes it toward you. Despite
your lack of clarity, Dad knows what
you meant, because he says, “You never
wanted to try, yourself.”

box. She may not want to.”
You have no words to explain your bonedeep surety, but you’re Kadence’s mother.
Of course she wants to.

The next day, shortly after dawn when
there aren’t many people yet about, you
stand with Kadence chest-deep in the
Gulf. Your father sits on the beach, with
his arms wrapped around his legs. All
during the walk here, his eyes had a shine
to them, and you avoided his gaze. Even
Your throat is itchy, and maybe that’s why after thirty-six years of being a father, he’s
your voice sounds tight as you say, “Yeah, not used to letting his child see him cry.
well, I was a lot older than Kadence when It’s a small amount of privacy you can
I found out.” And how stupid you’d felt,
give him.
being fourteen, and at an age where,
once the grief of losing Mom settled
Because, after all, the piece of his heart is
around your shoulders like a scarf, rather no longer in its bone box, but instead in
than wrapping round your chest like a
a baggie in a small red waterproof pouch,
vise, your major concern, or what you
and now it hangs around your daughter’s
thought was your major concern, was not neck. If this is going to work—and you’re
that such a crucial fact of your father’s
not sure it will—it’ll be with that bit of
existence had been hidden from you, but
your father’s heart.
that you’d failed to figure it out yourself.
Though you retain a tight grip on
Even now, you can’t help but think you
Kadence’s waist, and she’s wearing a
should have known. Somehow.
swim floaty that goes around her chest
and arms, you remind her to tread water.
And because “you should have known,”
The sand under your feet is silty, and
you wanted nothing to do with it. Or, for
you dig your toes in deeper. You have her
a time, with him.
swim bottoms, removed after you got
deep enough in the water, in your own
He’s watching you, closely, but you
(heart-less) pouch.
occupy yourself with a cookie, dusting
crumbs off its surface. “Well,” he says
“Ready?”
finally, “you saw how she was with the
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Kadence wipes a thick tendril of hair out
of her face. “Mommy, I was born ready!”

“All right.” And though there aren’t any
magic words, it seems like there should
be something, so you babble: “Think of
You want to both laugh and choke,
Grandpa, and his heart, and his tail. Think
because while Kadence must’ve heard that of how he’s part of us both.” Your throat
phrase somewhere and is only repeating it starts to close up around the truth of your
now, it’s true. She was. “Okay.”
words. “Think—”
Over Kadence’s head, you look at your
father, still sitting on the shore. He
catches your gaze and nods. You got this.
And, it turns out, you do: there are no
magic words to recite; only the necessity
of pulling the heart out of the pouch
and out of the baggie, and placing it in
Kadence’s hands. It’s dried to a purplishgray, but has veins of silver running
through it, the same shade your father’s
scales had been.
Kadence keeps her eyes closed for this
part, because though your father tried
to tell her otherwise, she insists that his
heart is still private and that while she
can hold it, seeing it is quite another
thing.
“Oh,” Kadence says, and strokes her
thumb over the surface of the heart. “It’s
soft. Like Mew Mew.” The kitten she saw
at the shelter one time, when you took
her there as a pick-you-both-up after your
ex left.
You wrap Kadence’s hands around the
heart, and again glance up at your father.
No nods, just patient waiting.

Kadence lets out a shriek of delight as
something kicks against your legs. You
look down at the water; it’s a little murky,
but nonetheless you see a flash of silver.
You find yourself smiling. You’ve given
your daughter a tail.
She barely stays still, as you return the
heart-piece to the bag and pouch. But
Kadence stops you when you try to put
it back around her neck. “I don’t need it,
Mommy. You do.”
She’s off, and you shout again not to
swim past the line of buoys. She raises
one bronze arm in acknowledgment.
You hesitate, remembering the sight
of her in the tub. But—whoever heard
of mermaids drowning? And now you
understand: she always was one.
The same, you realize, as you.
So you wade back to the shore, and back
to your father, sit beside him on the
beach. He shakes his head when you hold
out the pouch. Tapping his chest, he says,
“I’ve got enough.”
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“Is that why you never changed back?”
The question surprises you on its way
out, but not enough for you to cut
yourself off.

daughter, and Kadence is yours.
And your own heart, as it beats
underneath the piece of your father’s, is
full.

Dad’s eyes widen a bit at it, but he smiles
a smile that turns into a grin. “Yes.” It
fades. “Though after your mother— It
took me a while to remember it. And for
that I’m sor—”
“Don’t. It’s okay.”
Or, at least, it’s getting better. A little bit
better, every day.
Dad’s gaze returns to the Gulf. A flash
of tail soon slips under the waves. A
giggle rolls back to you, though Kadence
is at least thirty feet out, and the waves
should’ve drowned it out. But, you’re her
parent.
You lean your head on your father’s
shoulder. He hesitates, then pat-pats your
opposite shoulder. “You know—” he
clears his throat. “You could try it too. It
might be a bit harder, you being an adult,
but. . . .”

Miyuki Jane Pinckard

Noelle Singh

We’re so delighted that a new team is coming in
to carry on this adventure!
This fabulous foursome is hard at work creating
the January 2022 issue and on the Kickstarter
campaign to fund Mermaids Monthly 2022.
Please give them a hand, they’d love to swim with
you!

“No, that’s all right.” You meet his eyes.
“I’ve already got your heart inside me.”
There it is again, that shine in his eyes.
You let him busy himself with wiping his
spectacles again, but it’s true:
The magic won’t last forever, and
Kadence’s legs will come back, because
she’s human, too. But you’re your father’s
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Vida Cruz

J.D. Harlock

by Zion Mc Neil
Mummy once told me that life is like the ocean.
One look at it and it’s mesmerizing, but its depths are
hidden with surprises. She nurtures me every step of the way,
hiding me from the monsters that lie between the shadows.
She calls me her little mermaid because of my long legs, my posture
and my love for the waters.
Mummy always says, The ocean is no place to play.
For each ocean floor has its own predator that marks its territory.
Mummy always says, My little mermaid, stay awake and never
swim to the surface, for you will be captured in the nets of the pirates. The
ocean is no place to play. It’s full with dangerous, endangered,
and polite sea creatures, who fend for their own. We are no different than that
of the land dwellers who live on the surface. My little mermaid,
your world is more dangerous. The ocean is limitless.
I was curious as to what the ocean had to offer. An adventure my heart desired.
Out into the open waters, I swim, terrified of the monsters that lure in the
dark, feeding off my fear that renders in my heart. Behold this huge magnificent
sharp teeth creature that haunted me until I was out of sight. The adrenaline
that rushed through my body, thinking I was on the verge of death.
I saw the light, Mummy, I kept swimming. The moment I thought I was free,
I was immobile again, in what seemed to be the pirates’ nets. I wasn’t alone,
Mummy, but your guidance helped lead these vulnerable fishes to freedom.
The surface seemed closer than ever. I saw another creature with much more tail
than mine, trying to use tactics to escape my presence. It’s true what you said,
they fend for their kind. Mummy, your little mermaid isn’t little no more.

I will whisper into the waters on how everything has changed. It’s dark
again Mummy. I can’t see, I think ... I think I’m a captive inside another
creature. I feel alone, Mummy. I wish you were here. Mummy! Mummy!
I escaped but I left a hole, I didn’t mean to hurt it. I can see again, Mummy.
It’s more beautiful up here than under. There are a lot of creatures
surrounding me but I’m scared, Mummy. Why did you have to let me go?
Mummy, I learned that every part of life is a stage. Mummy, it’s true the
ocean is no place to play. I made it to the coral reefs, it’s spectacular as it
glisters when the light reflects off it. I made it to the surface, but I think
it’s time to go home. I’m alone, Mummy and nothing has changed.
You said life is like the ocean. One look at it and it’s mesmerising...
Want more mermaids? Back our Kickstarter campaign to help the new Mermaids
Monthly team fund another year of mermaid magic. Twelve more issues of aquatic
adventures AND an invitation to the Mermaids Monthly Discord where you can chat
with the new crew and fellow passengers about your favorite catch. Back today!
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by Tracy Ramey
Some come to our waters for healing.
Others come to catch a glimpse of our
fins as we dive. Whatever they come for,
we are here. We wait for no one, yet it
seems that since the moment our Mami
birthed us, we have been waiting. Asiri,
our oldest sister, watches us like an old
cod. Noiselessly swimming behind us
when she thinks we should be making
better use of our time. Her locks are gray
with a bluish tint and almost as long as
her royal blue fin. She doesn’t know how
to keep to herself. She is always chatting
with the fish folk or making trips to see
the other mer-people in our village. She
glides on making a fuss about everything
and nothing at the same time.

Omi, my middle sister, is the best friend
a girl could ask for. Sometimes we dive
into the depths together, meeting new
fish folk, like Bebo, who insists we try the
seaweed by his home every time we come
by. Omi is her free-est when we swim

so far down, we explore new caves and
volcanoes.

One day, after diving as far as we can go,
Omi and I decide to race to a spot on the
coast that has a huge rock for us to sun
ourselves on.
“Alright, Ife, you know your little fins can
never keep up with me, eh,” gloated Omi,
tying her tendrils back into a thick braid
and securing it with her coral hair pin.
“Listen sister, all you are going to see are
these little golden fins so far ahead of you,
you’ll think it’s the sun!”
“Okan, meiji, meta!” We sputter at first,
pushing each other with our arms in
order to knock the other down and have
an advantage. Omi is water. She glides so
smoothly that she barely makes a ripple.
Her green and blue tail glistens ahead of
me like the ocean itself on a cloudless sky.

I don’t like to lose. What I love is using
my powers to play tricks on my sisters,
especially Omi. When Omi has gotten so
far ahead I know I can’t catch up, I stretch
my arms out wide and let the warmth
reach out to a squadron of manta rays.
Overwhelmed with love the rays come to
my aid. I climb on one’s back while the
others fall into formation. We speed so
quickly that we’ve just about caught up
with Omi, who is about
to breach the surface.
Pressing my head
down onto my ray, he
immediately knows my
request.
With an enormous
splash I go flying
through the sky. From
my ascent I see that Omi
has breached the water.
All I see from the sky is
her copper-colored arms
crossed in front of her.
Arms open, I breathe in
air as I twist my body
around and around. My
huge afro blows in the
wind as I angle my body
back down to make a
splash.
“Ya know, if I could
command creatures with
my love to slingshot me
into the air, I could win
our silly little races, too.”
I hear Omi’s muffled
Ramey

voice from the place where I plunged back
into the water.
“Oh please, sister. You command the
water around you. You could have easily
won if you didn’t underestimate me.”
At this our rock called our names.
Illustration by Lisa Wee

by Beth Cato
the teacher and docent droned on
and on about what merfolk
ate and how they lived
in the wild
kids shrieked when the
mermaid pressed her body
to the glass and grinned
pointed teeth bared
like she was ready
to eat them all
no one noticed the girl
standing back a bit
presumably taking notes
for the quiz later
but also just happening
to sketch the alarm panel
and where all
the nearest exits were
and giving the water pump
system attached to the tank
a very close look
her smile to the mermaid
not quite so pointy
but as full of promise

by Beata Garrett
Edited by Ashley Deng
When my father returned from work one
day, he brought a bag of mermaid tears
sewn into his sleeve so no one could steal
it. He told my sister and I to collect the
caught fish from the river and went to
our backyard, but we ignored his order
and stared at him as he planted the tears
in our pond. The gentle motions of his
hands wrapping each luminescent bead in
a bed of seaweed and river moss made us
sigh with envy. He walked back and forth
every day to make sure the water was
salted, carrying it in the one basket we
used for drinking water. We went thirsty
but the tears grew bigger, and father
continued to carry more for his new
children.

with his own blood; he would cry at our
feet and take us to get candied hawthorns
or the mango one of the river vendors
sold. Their sweetness already lay on my
tongue but dissipated when he turned to
me.
“Look at them. Come meet your new
sisters.”

Drawn in against my will by curiosity,
I saw them for the first time. Each one
was no bigger than my pinky finger, and
I remembered when my sister had been
born. She had been devastatingly small
and had so easily melted my heart. When
I had given her my finger, she clutched
onto it as if it would protect her from
By the time they were born, he had taken all the harm she would ever experience.
to watching them for hours and guarded
These specks playfully wrapping
them more viciously than he had guarded themselves in seaweed and pushing
my mother when she was pregnant
curiously against the borders of our pond
with my sister. I heard his laughter, the
were not at all like my shy sister. Yet
first sound he had made in a while, and
each one incited the same feeling she had
ran out. He was coming back to us! He
when I looked at her and realized that my
must’ve realized how careless he had been life was not only mine anymore.

Father smiled and took my hand gently.
His hands were callused, but his
tenderness in lowering me into the water
burned the back of my eyes. He had never
hugged his children, and the more time
he spent with his new ones had made
the tiny demonstrations of his love fade
slowly from my mind. Now they rushed
back, refilling me with a sense of peace.
The water was so cold that my hand
began throbbing, but I couldn’t remove it.
Not when they were swimming through
my fingers and brushing against skin so
fervently. It was as if they were saying
hello, as if they had made my hand into
their home like those fish do in coral.
I looked at father and he nodded. This
was what it had all been for, and I almost
forgave him fully in that moment.
We both called out for my sister. Like
me, she ran into the yard looking to be
loved again. They would grow bigger

and we would release them one day into
their true home, back to the mother that
cried them out, that terrifying expanse
that we barely dipped our toes in. Some
would overturn our ships and snatch the
cormorants we used to fish, dragging
them to the impenetrable depths to be
consumed and discarded as bones on
their floor. Others would push our ships
through storms and send love letters
of pearls and trembling jellyfish, a local
delicacy, to our shores. Still, others would
see us as no more than something to
swim around or as loud disturbances to
be ignored.
I wanted to be loved by each one of
my new siblings but knew I could be
forgotten by each one. But father hadn’t
brought them so we could be loved or
because we were lonely. He brought them
for my sister and I so we could learn to
love something that wasn’t us.
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by Elya Braden
This poem was previously published in Stoneboat Literary Journal,
Spring 2015
Leaping through darkness, we dive
into the purple glow of our night lagoon,
down, down, down past languid kelp,
past the ripple-flick of yellow fins like tiny wings
transporting cobalt schools of angelfish.
Past whiskered eels slithering in and out
of rocky hideaways, we keep our distance.
Gliding along the ocean floor, we greet one-eyed
flounder, waving sea anemone, luminescent viper fish,
and gather diamonds, rubies, sapphires drifting
in swirls and eddies, waiting to be plucked
by our avaricious hands until our lungs bloom
with need and we kick and claw, climb
to the surface up a ladder of bubbles, explode
from the water with yawning mouths straining
air like giant humpbacks gulping krill,
just in time to hear our mother’s insistent shout
lance the darkness. We return the dripping poker chips
to their revolving carousel, switch off the purple pool light,
shake silver ribbons of water from our dark curls
and shed our tails as we cross the lawn.

Story by AJ Hartson &
Art by Wakey Nelson
Kira swatted at the mottled green tentacle The bribe seemed to do the trick. The
curling around her waist.
tentacles retreated, and the kraken jetted
into the cave that served as its bedroom.
“Knock that off! I already told you we’re
not wrestling today.”
Kira settled herself on a rock next to the
bed of seaweed. She began singing an
She turned to glare at the creature behind old shanty that she had overheard from
her. Babysitting sucked at the best of
a passing ship when she was a child. The
times—and babysitting a kraken was
kraken purred contentedly, and within a
definitely not the best of times. She didn’t few short minutes it was sound asleep.
know how she had been volunteered for
babysitting duty again. Voluntold was
Kira finished the song and shook her head
more like it. She supposed it was the
fondly at the sleeping creature. It was
downfall of being the only creature in a
sort of cute when it was like this, and she
10,000-league radius who was able to put almost didn’t mind having to babysit.
the baby kraken to sleep.
Almost.
Speaking of…
“Come on,” she said, grabbing the end of
a tentacle. “It’s past your bedtime.”
The kraken made a sound somewhere
between a blowing conch shell and a
high-pitched whine. A second tentacle
tugged half-heartedly at Kira’s ankle.
“None of that, I already let you stay up
late. I’ll sing your favorite lullaby if you
behave, though.”

by Debra Goelz

Nothing says ‘I love you’ quite like a
statue constructed in your honor. Which
is why I’m reclining on an algae-covered
boulder in the bay, twenty feet from
shore, with a strategic array of seaweed
covering my ‘bits.’ I’m posing for the
Advanced Sand Sculpting class at West
Marin Heights—California’s premier
high school for supernaturals. The pitted
surface of the rock bites into my bare
skin. What we must suffer for art!
I am Cupid—the god people love to love.
Just voted Earth’s Hottest Deity Alive
by God Monthly Magazine for the seventh
year in a row—an honor I’m determined
to maintain. With armies of admirers
on earth, this shouldn’t be too hard. For
proof, check out the Hallmark aisle during
Valentine season.

high school as a punishment merely out
of jealousy. Foolish gods, hiding away on
mountains, condemned to be forgotten.
I beam at my classmates on the shore—
twenty of them at different stages of
creating me-shaped masterpieces out of
sand. My heart stutters when I catch the
eye of Rip Tide—prince of the merfolk,
second most handsome student at West
Marin Heights, and my boyfriend—as he
leans jauntily against his shovel. He has
legs because, as you well know, merfolk
only have tails underwater. I blow him a
kiss.
“Eros!” A piercing shout interrupts my
musings. “Hold still.” It’s Gaia, earth’s
most humorless goddess, creator of the
actual earth, and my least favorite West
Marin Heights teacher. Gaia was perhaps
one of the few who didn’t adore me. All
because the seaweed covering my nethers
had accidentally slipped the last time I’d
posed for her class.

It’s no surprise the class has chosen me
as their subject. Some say I’m already
a sculpted masterpiece considering my
golden skin, rippling muscles, flawless
hair, and a devilish smile that inspires lust
in even the most frigid creatures.
“The name’s Cupid!” I roar, my voice
carrying over the crashing waves. “Eros is
How I pitied those crusty, worn-out,
a weak baby god, not a hunky, sexy man
Olympians who sentenced me to repeat
god.” I glare at Gaia.

The bubbling laughter of mermaid
Waverly Fishwater, cousin to Prince Rip
Tide, wafts along the wind. “Go ahead,
Rip Tide, ask him,” she says, elbowing
him.
“Ask me what, my love?”
Prince Rip Tide casts a glance at the
students assembled on the beach. Fairies,
werewolves, vampires, mermaids, and
that one boy with smoke coming out of
his ears who really ought to see a doctor
about his condition. “Not in front of
them…”
My curiosity is piqued. What could
he want to ask me in private? In my
excitement, I sit, and my seaweed “garb”
tumbles into the frenzied waves.
Whoops!
“Eros, your seaweed!” Gaia thunders.
Before I can cover myself, the wind howls
past my ears. A flash of lightning arcs
across the sky. The ocean swells. This
spectacle snatches away the attention of
my admirers, who drop their tools and
gawk at the display.
“Hey!” I call over the din. “Eyes on me!”
Gaia clasps her hands. “He’s here!”
“Who’s here? Did you invite someone
else to sculpt me?” Maybe the
interruption is alright. More is better.

“No, our next model has arrived!”
“Your next what?”
Waverly gasps and points to a spot
somewhere behind me. Almost in unison,
the merfolk begin to scream like BTS just
showed up for a surprise concert.
I turn to see what’s causing the hoopla.
It’s Poseidon, atop his seahorse, surfing
in on a massive seaweed-infested wave, as
tall as a cyclops. I ball my hands into fists,
preparing for battle as said wave crashes
over me, ejecting me from the rock,
pulling me away from shore, and forcing
me into the depths. The water churns;
fizzy bubbles shoot up my nostrils. My
stomach twists. I flap my arms and legs
when something like a band of steel
wraps around my torso.
In seconds, I’m propelled to the surface,
bobbing in the heaving surf, coughing
up saltwater. To be clear, I’m coughing
only because saltwater is disgusting,
not because I’m rattled. As I gain my
bearings, I find myself staring into the
liquid rainbow eyes of my love. He’s
so beautiful, with his greenish gold
curls fanning over the waves. His brows
scrunch together, and he holds me at
arm’s length, giving me the once over.
My face and ears heat despite the icy
water. Poseidon is probably on shore, now
about a hundred feet away, gloating to my
classmates about my unplanned
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submersion. “What are you doing? I had
the situation under control.”

Bile rises in my throat. “I’m going to my
rock,” I say.

“Of course, you did.” He grins. I can’t tell
if he’s humoring me. “Are you sure you’re
okay?”

“Don these.” Rip Tide hands me my
favorite Hawaiian-print bathing shorts.

Rip Tide notices where my attention lies.
“Impressive trident.”

When we arrive, I climb up, while Rip
Tide, still in tail form, floats in the water.
“Lord Poseidon, welcome to West Marin
Heights,” Rip Tide says, bowing his head.

I slip them on. “Good idea. Wouldn’t
I peer toward the beach where the
want to make Old Barnacle Breath
mermaids and fairies stroke Poseidon’s
insecure!” Then I launch myself toward
steed, while the vampires and werewolves Cupid Rock, as it shall henceforth be
fawn over his trident. “I’m perfect,” I say
known, where I shall teach the usurper a
through gritted teeth.
lesson.

“Not you, too,” I groan.
He smiles and cocks his head like I’m an
endearing child. “I suppose I can ask you
my question now.”
“Does it involve you, me, and a bucket of
edible glitter?” I say, proving I’m no child.

I scowl.
“Prince Rip Tide,” Poseidon nods in
reply. “Always happy to assist the class in
sculpting a true god.”

I clench my fists. “Everyone knows there’s
“I… what? No.” A pity. “Would you be my only one god that matters.”
plus-one at the annual Poseidon Festival
this weekend? It’s at the merpalace.”
“There’s more to life than being the
center of attention, Eros. Now, why
My nose wrinkles. “I suppose he’ll be
don’t you go shoot a few arrows? Inspire
there.”
some affection for someone other than
yourself.”
“Poseidon? He never goes,” Rip Tide
laughs. “Not since The Great Merfolk
I fold my arms across my muscular
Fiasco of 1328.”
chest. A chest that could launch a
thousand ships. A chest that could
I cannot help but notice the Crustiest of
topple civilizations. A chest that graced
all Gods swimming toward my modeling
the front cover of God Monthly Magazine
rock. He positions himself on top with
seven times! “Your face is inspiring some
as much finesse as a corpulent sea-lion.
affection from my fist,” I mutter.
Goelz

“Excuse me?” he thunders.
Gods always thunder!
“Eros!” Gaia bellows. “Prince Rip Tide!
Class is not over. Return to shore this
instant!”

“I overheard Rip Tide inviting you to
my festival,” Poseidon says. “You will
decline.” Stupid supernatural hearing
allowed him to hear us from shore.
“What kind of deity passes up the
opportunity to be surrounded by
worshippers. You do remember it’s part of
the whole god gig, right?”

From below, Rip Tide pokes my heel. I
flinch, nearly slipping on the slick surface,
heart hammering in my aforementioned
“There are more important things than
illustrious chest. Still, I quickly recover.
the fawning of strangers, Eros. The God
“Never poke a god,” I warn.
of Love should know this.”
In reply, Rip Tide backs up, smashes his
tail on the surface, showering me with
water. Must be a customary mer apology.
“Come, Cupid, it’s Poseidon’s turn to
model.”
My mouth opens and flaps closed as the
gift of language abandons me. Faced with
such an affront, my boyfriend bows to this
poor excuse for a god instead of standing
up for me, Cupid—hottest deity alive for
seven years? Sure, Poseidon is like the
god of the entire sea, with the power to
fling the merfolk out of his domain for
any disrespect, but that’s not the point!
Rip Tide is my boyfriend.
“I need a moment with Eros.” Poseidon
eyes Rip Tide. “Alone.”
My boyfriend gives me a pleading glance.
The sort of glance that says please don’t
anger the Lord of the Sea and get my entire
species thrown out of our kingdom. Then he
disappears beneath the waves.

“The God of Being Hot and Admired
Wherever He Goes knows that the more
love you have, the better.”
“Your vanity knows no bounds,” he
sneers.
Vanity? That’s when you think you’re
hot when you aren’t. Thinking you’re hot
when you are is just being honest. I roll
my eyes. “Jealous?”
“Do you really believe that the more
love you have, the better, no matter how
fleeting or shallow?”
“Well, you’d know about shallow things,”
I mutter. “Your personality is as deep as a
puddle.”
“You know what? I’ve changed my mind.”
Poseidon carefully draws a slender golden
curse canister out of his wet chiton.
“Perhaps you should go to my festival.”
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I reel backwards, holding my hands up in
surrender. “That isn’t a toy.”
“So true.” He smirks, uncorking the
canister. “I hereby curse you to be
admired by strangers.” A beam of red
light bursts from the canister.

pool, you’ll understand why.
“You two swim along,” Waverly says, picking
up on the ‘we want to be alone’ vibe. “I
think I see my old friend Carla over there.” She
flicks her tail and takes off like an arrow.

We pass into a courtyard where merfolk
“What?” I almost laugh at such
are erecting a statue of Poseidon. Is it
ridiculousness. “What sort of stupid–” are rude to think that his fish sticks aren’t to
the last words to pass my lips before the
scale? Rather like he’s hiding a whole
curse hits my chest, knocking the breath
cod in his piece. I’m about to point this
out of me. I lose my balance and plunge
out when a cacophony of screams fills my
into the sea.
head.

Festival Day arrives. Prince Rip Tide,
Waverly, and I swim toward the
merpalace—a formation of shells and
iridescent bubbles lit by bioluminescent
jellies. At its base, grasses undulate like
graceful hula dancers. It’s like a beautiful
sea monster curling along the ocean floor.
The sheer scale could make lesser beings
feel small. And speaking of lesser beings,
I surreptitiously scan the palace yard for
Old Chumbucket.
Of course, he’s a no-show.
With his stupid curse of popularity.
Ridiculous.
Rip Tide takes my arm. “Come on, I want
to show you my rooms,” he thinks at me
seductively. Beneath the waves, we must
communicate via telepathy. If you’ve ever
tried to have a chat at the bottom of a
Goelz

Prince Rip Tide’s eyes widen in horror.
I follow his gaze. Coming at us from
multiple directions is a horde of mers.
Careening into me, they caress my skin
with clammy fingers and grab at my toga.
“That tickles.” There’s the sound of tearing
fabric, and ouch! Some of my golden curls
are now in merfolk hands.
At first, I’m annoyed, but alas, who can
blame them? A god floats among these
simple folk, and they want to bathe in the
divine.
A female crushes her mouth to mine, and
it would be rude to push her off, so I kiss
her back. I am the God of Love, which
means living up to the hype.
“What are you doing?” Rip Tide carps.
“Giving the people what they want, of course.”
I think back.

“Come on, Julia,” a mermaid says. “Stop god
hogging!”
“Guards! Guards!” Rip Tide cries. “Help!”
Before I can say, “What are you doing,
silly prince?” the mer-pile scatters, cast
aside by a cadre of great white sharks.
They circle us, keeping the merfolk at
bay. The poor mers pout, their shoulders
slumped, lips trembling. “Why’d you do
that?” I ask Rip Tide.
“You mean save you?”
“I mean stopping my fans from adoring me.”
“You think that’s what this is about?”
“You’re obviously jealous of my magnetism.”
Prince Rip Tide clenches his handsome
jaw and raises an eyebrow. “Something here
isn’t right. This isn’t normal.”
Oops, might’ve forgotten to mention the
curse, but it’s too late now. “Don’t worry,
dearest. There’s plenty of me to go around.”

For a moment, I think I ought to go after
him, but it’s difficult to worry about Rip
Tide’s tantrum when surrounded by such
adoration, so I leave him to think about
his behavior. As the King and Queen
escort me toward the palace for a personal
tour, I nod at the Poseidon statue and
grumble something telepathically about
its inaccuracies. The king commands the
workers: “Find the sculptor, and get him a
chisel. Poseidon’s assets are overstated.”
“Right?” Wow, it’s great to be Cupid.

It’s time for the ceremony. I stand
offstage, ready to present myself to my
fans, who are packed in like sardines.
The king and queen are already on stage
in their giant clamshell thrones, but Rip
Tide’s shell is empty. Thought he’d be
over it by now, but alas.
I beam out at the adoring crowd when I
notice Waverly flapping her arms at me
like a lunatic. Her desperate attempt at
attention is pathetic.

Rip Tide’s parents, the king and queen,
“Stop making a scene,” I scold her.
make their way toward us. Rip Tide turns
and swims to greet them, but they bypass “Cupid, Rip Tide is missing!”
him and approach me. As attractive as the
queen is, I’m surprised when she lands a
The ichor in my veins runs cold.
juicy one on my lips.
The mer-king rises and holds out his arms
“I’ll be in my rooms. Alone.” Rip Tide sulks
toward me. “And now, everyone, please give
away.
a merfolk welcome to the god who brought love
under the sea. Earth’s
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hottest deity alive. Cupid!”

But whomever it is shall suffer my wrath.

The crowd cheers, filling my heart. I
want to bask in their love, but Waverly’s
clenched fists and flip-flopping tail are
hard to ignore.

I swim deeper into the dark, feeling my
way along the rock walls with Waverly at
my back. Villainous laughter echoes into
my mind from ahead. A villain who won’t
be laughing when I fillet him with my
For a moment, I’m frozen with indecision. bare hands.
But my beloved, Rip Tide, may be in
danger.
A dim light glows from the end of the
tunnel. With nary a thought to my own
The cheers turn tinny and hollow, echoing safety, I charge through to save my
around my head like air.
beloved only to find him in a fit of giggles,
bubbles streaming from his mouth, in the
I dive off the stage, Waverly grabs my
company of Poseidon.
hand, and launches us into turboswim. In
seconds, the crowd is as silent and distant I stop so fast Waverly smashes into me.
as a memory.
“What in the name of Hades is this?”
“Slow down!” I command. The ocean is a
blur. Coral scrapes against my bare legs.
“Where are we going?”
“The ransom note said we must get to the
Pirate’s Cave by midnight if we want to see Rip
Tide again! We have five minutes!”
“Why didn’t you say this earlier?”
“I tried, but you seemed to feel your fans were
more important.”
I’m about to argue, but maybe she’s right.
I’m spared from bothersome introspection
by our arrival at the mouth of a dark cave
adorned with a pirate flag affixed above
the entrance. My heart thrums. I don’t
know what to expect inside—a giant
squid, an army of angry hermit crabs,
badly dressed murderous ghost pirates?
Goelz

“Ah,” Poseidon says. “There, did I not tell
you he would come?”
“Rip Tide?” I telepathically sputter. I turn
back to Waverly, who’s smiling! “What’s
going on?”
“How was my party?” Poseidon says. “Did
they adore you?”
“Yes.”
“And how did it feel?”
I look at Rip Tide and feel the love
flooding out of him, enveloping me,
warming my skin, my muscles, my bones.
“Good?” I lie. My shoulders sag. “Okay,
hollow.”
Poseidon raises himself. “Love is… what did

you say? ‘Shallow as a puddle’ when it comes
from a sycophant. Only true love fills you.”

the tiniest bit self-absorbed.” Rip Tide laughs.
“I’m lucky to have you.”

“You faked a kidnapping to dent my ego?”

“We’re both lucky.”

“We didn’t want to,” Waverly says, “But
Poseidon was very persuasive.”

An eel slithers past my calf. I kick it away
and yelp, tightening my hold on Rip Tide.
“Uh, you were going to show me your rooms.”

“He found us while you were on your tour,” Rip
Tide explains.
“Do you know how scared I was?”
“Yes,” Poseidon says. “Which is why I’ll
remove your curse. But take heed or someday
your prince may be lost forever.” He extracts
and uncorks the canister. There’s a
prickling in my chest, right above my
heart, as the curse bursts out, arcing
toward the container. I feel lighter.
Like Atlas tossing the earth from his
shoulders. “Now, I have a party to ignore. If
you’ll excuse me.” I think about apologizing
for the changes to his statue, but since
he’ll never see it, and I’m not an idiot, I
stay silent.
“I’m going too,” Waverly says, seemingly
eager to depart. Also, not an idiot.
After they’re gone, I approach Rip Tide.
“I’m sorry. You know I love you more than all
the mers in the ocean.”
“I worried you’d changed. Sorry I doubted you.”

“Yes. And I have a surprise.”
I pull back to search his face for clues.
“Edible glitter?” I speculate.
He winks. “I know it’s your favorite.”
Now that’s love.

Do you have some mermaid magic
you’d like to see in these pages?
Mermaids Monthly is ALWAYS
open to art submissions and we’d
love to see what you (or your
friend) have been working on
during this cruise.
Find our Art Submissions page at
mermaidsmonthly.com/art.

I wrap my arms tight around my prince,
feeling his heart beating as if it’s inside
my body. “I am the one who’s sorry for getting
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Illustration by Kate Stailey

Story by AJ Hartson &
Art by Wakey Nelson

Dumi flipped his ears as he let the current
carry him along. He’d been drifting for
days with no sign of any food along the
ocean floor. It was the hungriest he could
ever remember being in his three years of
life. He would have settled for a snail—
heck, even a measly bristle worm—just
so that he could have something in his
stomach.

But no. Everywhere he looked was barren,
no signs of life to be found. When food
had gotten scarce, he had decided to
strike out for one of the deeper trenches
in the hopes that he would have more
luck, but even here it seemed that
something was terribly wrong with the
ocean food chain.
A flicker of movement off to the right
caught his attention. Something was
gliding along the ocean floor, and he
propelled himself closer so that he
could investigate. It was white with red
markings on it, two loops at one end
along with a larger opening and what
looked like a hollowed-out space inside,
and he twisted and peered at it to try to
decide if it was edible or not. It didn’t
look overly promising, and when he
poked it with a tentacle, it just floated a
few inches away. Hmm. Not food, then.
His stomach ached from hunger, though,
and he figured it couldn’t hurt to try one

more time. He bobbed over and
maneuvered himself so that he could
shove his face through the larger opening
to see whether there was anything tasty
hiding inside the object. Disappointment
filled him when there was nothing to be
found—not even a single crustacean.
The current changed around him, alerting
him to something larger approaching,
and he tried to back out. As he did so,
the loops seemed to constrict, wrapping
around him and tangling in his ear flaps.
He started to panic, thrashing about as he
tried to free himself from the object.
“Well, what do we have here?”
He heard the voice seconds before hands
scooped him up, holding him firmly in
place. Deft fingers worked the loops
free from around his ears and pulled the
object from his head.
He contorted himself to see what—or
who—had grabbed him, and his eyes
widened when he saw one of the merfolk.
They had long hair the color of the indigo
murk at the bottom of a yawning trench,
their tail the shade of the pale twilight
zone where the shallows dropped off into
the deep waters that he lived in. They
smiled at him, teeth needle-sharp, and he
shivered as he hoped that the merperson
wasn’t as hungry as he was. He’d never
heard of them hunting his kin for food,
but as he’d already discovered, hunger
could make creatures do things they
wouldn’t normally consider.
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To his enormous relief, the merperson
just held him up and studied him for a
second before saying, “You’re skinny.
Come, let me feed you.”
Satisfied that he wasn’t on the menu,
Dumi allowed the merperson to tuck him
under their arm as they swam deeper
down into the trench. They seemed nice,
he thought, and he couldn’t help wiggling
from happiness when they arrived at
a small cave and he saw the food laid
out inside. There were sea worms and
amphipods galore, and he nearly jetted
over to the small stone table to dive in
before remembering his manners.
He glanced up at the merperson and
found them smiling at him knowingly.
“Go on. Eat your fill.”
No further prompting was necessary, and
he plopped himself down on the table and
began inhaling whatever he could reach.
It didn’t take long before he was stuffed
to the gills. He chuffed quietly to himself
as he turned to the merperson, who was
watching him fondly.
“I’m Moran,” they said. Dumi did a little
spin, flapping his ears to create a trail
of bubbles that spelled out his name.
“Dumi—what a lovely, strong name.” He
preened at the attention before a yawn
overtook him. Moran gestured at a small
overhang in the rock. “You’re welcome to
stay here, if you like.” They paused, then
added, “It gets lonely here sometimes.
Most of my kind have moved on, but
there are too many old memories in this

cave for me to leave it.”
Dumi swam a quick circle around them
and bumped them with his head, nudging
their hand until they chuckled and
scritched just behind his ear fins in the
spot that always made him want to flop
over on his back.
“I take it that’s a yes?” He chuffed again
in response and changed his color to a
celebratory fluorescent pink, and Moran
smiled down at him. “I do believe we
were meant to meet, my little friend.”

Dumi flipped his ear fins in agreement
before swimming over to the little nest
in the overhang. It was the perfect size
for him, and he curled up into a cozy ball
inside.
His belly was full of tasty food, the
current in the cave was a gentle swirl
around him, and he could hear Moran
humming an ancient sea song under their
breath across the cave. It felt like home,
and as he drifted to sleep, he thought to
himself that he might have just lucked
into finding a new best friend.

Hartson

by Katherine Quevedo
This story originally appeared in Factor Four Magazine
When I got to Mario Reyes’s dorm room,
I heard him scuffling around, opening and
closing drawers as if he had a girl coming
over. I smirked as I knocked. If he’d seen
my room, he wouldn’t have bothered
cleaning.

from Puerto Ayora, in the Galapagos
Islands.”

He opened the door. “Hello, Leland,” he
said. “Please come in.” He never spoke
in class, but his English was pretty good
for an exchange student. His skin was
caramel-colored even in the fluorescent
light, and his thick, dark hair hung in
waves past his ears.

I flung my backpack onto his bed
and stepped back as it bobbed on the
mattress. A waterbed.

“You can just call me Lee.” I followed him
in. “So where are you from, again?”
“Ecuador.”
“Oh. Quito?”
He shook his head, looking half amused,
half irritated, as if I’d conjured a weary
inside joke. Probably everyone around
here guessed he was from Quito. “I am

“Oh, yeah. Darwin, right?”
“Yes.”

Then I noticed the teal plastic seaweed
scattered among his bookshelves like
houseplants. He’d forgotten to shut one
drawer, which held a small plastic castle
designed to look carved out of coral.
The color had smudged and worn off
the edges, as though handled often. No
wonder he was such a loner.
“Um, seaweed?” I said. “I take it you’re
majoring in marine biology. It’s like an
aquarium in here.”
“No, no, a terrarium,” he said quickly.
The word sounded poetic in his accent—

short vowels, rolled and flipped R’s. “An
aquarium would have water. There is no
water in here.”

carefully avoiding his waterbed as though
not to draw any more attention to it.

His taste in music ranged from
“Except in your mattress.” I nodded at the instrumental pieces that made me feel
waterbed. “Does the school know about
like I was at a Renaissance faire, to the
that?” Waterbeds weren’t exactly standard latest pop hits with hypnotic beats and
in the dorms.
simple lyrics. All melodic, though. I’d
expect nothing less from a music major.
“Of course,” he said. I raised an eyebrow
Then something else caught my attention,
at him. He nervously brushed his hair
something I didn’t expect from his major:
back on one side, where I glimpsed a
his impressive knowledge of amphibians.
pearl earring nestled in the helix of his ear
before a dark wave fell forward again and He dictated whole sections of our report
hid it. “Actually, I am a music major.”
off the top of his head, while my fingers
flew over the keyboard to keep up. The
“Music?” I plopped myself on the sandfew times he consulted our textbook, it
colored rug. “Why are you taking upper
seemed like an afterthought, a courtesy
level bio?”
for me. And beyond his raw knowledge,
his phrasing sounded poetic, like his
“Personal interest.”
accent. Philosophical, even. Maybe he’d
call it musicality. Not sure what our
I laughed.
professor was going think, but I didn’t
care. I liked it, so I included it.
He didn’t. “May I play some music while
we work?”
Eventually curiosity got the better of me.
I paused the music, and he jerked at the
“Be my guest,” I said, grabbing my
sudden silence.
backpack and fishing through it. I glanced
up and caught him furrowing his brow
“Mario, sorry, I just have to ask. What’s
in confusion at the phrase. He must’ve
with all this—terrarium stuff? How do
thought I’d extended him some sort of
you know so much about amphibians?
invitation. “I mean, music sounds good,” You have gills or something?”
I said. “It’ll help us power through this
paper so we can start thinking about
I didn’t realize I’d meant it seriously until
winter break.”
I saw his earnest, trusting eyes. Perhaps
he wasn’t a loner by choice. He raised his
He smiled, started up a playlist, and
hand and swept back his hair. This time,
joined me cross-legged on the rug,
not distracted by the pearl earring, I
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glimpsed a shadow just beyond his
earlobe. A trick of the light? Then his hair
fell forward again.
We stared at each other for a few seconds,
then his eyes widened and he lurched
toward the remaining open drawer and
slammed it shut. He sank back onto the
rug.
I cleared my throat. “The Galapagos
Islands are pretty far,” I said. “You must
get homesick.”
His eyes grew misty. “Yes. But after
graduation, when I return home, I will
bring your music with me.”
We sat in silence for a moment.
“You know,” I said, “if you need
somewhere to stay during the holidays—
we have a guest room. And a pool.”
With focused eyes and a tight mouth,
he studied my voice as I spoke. Nothing
more than the movement of air across
vocal cords, the proper positioning of
tongue and jaw, and millennia of natural
selection at work. But so much revealed
in it. Mario searched my face as though
expecting I’d referenced an inside joke he
wasn’t part of. I hadn’t.
Finally, he beamed at my offer. Music to
his ears.

Quevedo

by Sharanya Manivannan

When I was a child growing up in
Colombo and Kuala Lumpur, my mother
sometimes mentioned how, on full
moon nights, a mermaid could be heard
singing in a lagoon in her hometown of
Batticaloa. She stated this as fact, not
legend, because of which neither she nor
I remember me asking for stories about
this mermaid (and like most children who
grow up to make books, I asked for stories
as often as I asked for sugar). Later on, I
presumed that this was just something
she had said because of Disney’s The
Little Mermaid film, which came out
around the time that we left Sri Lanka.
Decades later, visiting Batticaloa for the
first time in my mid-20s, I was captivated
by how prolific the mermaid motif was
there. At the entrance to the town, three
mermaids who held their palms together
in the vanakkam gesture of welcome
were perched on a gold-painted arch.
There were mermaids on clock towers,
decorative pillars, memorial plaques,
company logos – in short, everywhere.

Except, once again, in stories.
Intrigued by this absence, and haunted
by this question – “How can there be a
mythic figure without myths surrounding
her?” – I began to conduct informal
research in Batticaloa a few years later.
When I first returned, it was armed with
some hypotheses: that the stories were
retained in orality but not transcribed,
or that the stories were among the
many expunged or disappeared losses
of the civil war. I did not realise till
later that the quest for mermaids was
itself a kind of armour: as a member of
the traumatised Tamil diaspora from
the island, giving myself permission to
return to my family’s native place was a
heavy, frightening contemplation. Giving
myself permission to return to quench my
creative inquisitiveness was far easier.
I learned very quickly that both my
hypotheses were wrong, but before we
get to what I learned instead, let me begin
with what is, incontrovertibly, true: on

full moon nights, if you enter the Kallady
lagoon in a boat, place a wooden paddle
into the water and hold its dry end
to your ear, you will hear mysterious
sounds from the deep. I know this is
true because I have heard these sounds
myself. They are like frog croaks, pulsar
blips, electronic musical stylings – but
by no means are they like a human
woman’s voice. This phenomenon is what
gave Batticaloa the epithet “the land of
the singing fish”. No one knows with
certainty what the sounds are.

exiles long for. But nobody had a mermaid
story to share. I took the stray rumour
or two about how “someone” (never
someone who was around, or could be
reached) had mentioned having seen a
mermaid in the lagoon once with the
pinch of sea-salt that all of us Batticaloa
folk carry around, metaphorically if not
actually. Partly because we’re a little
notorious for being shifty with the truth.
Partly because salt is curative, protecting
against bad magic, another thing the
region is known for.

My informal research consisted of
speaking to everyone I met on a few trips
over the next couple of years, with and
without appointment. Professors told me
about Batticaloa’s erstwhile matrilineal
and matrilocal dominant culture. Science
enthusiasts told me about tritonia
arborescens and cerithium palustre, likely to
be the marine organisms that produce
this distinct night music. Fisherpeople
told me about the 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami, and about how the rainy season
brought them limited income. I was
taught folktales about fish, that the nature
of water is called “neerkunam” and is a
language in itself, and that the term “oorie
coolooroo cradoo” that the BBC claimed
is the local name for the shells that
may create the sound is not in common
parlance after all. I made new friends
with whom I could converse in my native
dialect, which was otherwise limited to
my family. I created an entirely personal
relationship with the place itself – that
elusive love that most diasporics and

So much flooded into the void where the
mermaid stories weren’t, filling parts of
my heart that had longed for connection,
answering mysteries pertaining to family
history, explaining me to myself in a
whole new way. This is what gave me the
courage to do what I did next: honour
that void, but also make up the tales that
I had wanted so much to hear.
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I named the mermaid of Kallady lagoon
Ila, her name derived from the Tamil
word for Sri Lanka: Ilankai. Around her,
I literally drew legends from the waters
of the world: first, a picture book entitled
Mermaids In The Moonlight (Red Panda/
Westland, February 2021) and then a
graphic novel entitled Incantations Over
Water (Context/Westland, December
2021). In the picture book, in which a
Tamil mother and child visit the lagoon
and listen to the underwater sounds
together for the first time, Ila remains a
mystery. In the graphic novel, she is its
protagonist and storyteller. One who lures

diasporic Tamil woman like me with
her lore. One who has borne witness to
centuries of Batticaloa life and loss, and
whose deepest longing is to also be seen.
What a gift it is, what a miracle: to seek
fables, to find an abundance of facts and
other fictions that replenish one’s roots,
and then to have enough in one’s hands
and one’s heart to give back in the form
of art. It’s a circle as full as the moon
beneath which the mysteries of the waters
of my ancestral homeland sing.

Manivannan

A Pinterest page opens,
revealing toys from the eighties.
Sea Wees and Babies!
There you are, mother mermaids Coral and Merry
with your long red and brunette hair
and babies Corkie and Marina in your bonnets,
ready to float in bubble baths or wading pools
on your sponge lily pads.
Coral and Corkie!
You helped me not mind
getting soap in my eyes at bath time.
Time with you was my reward
for letting my mother rub shampoo in my hair
with her hard, bony fingers,
till the day you disappeared.
I never knew where you went.
Merry and Marina!
How I loved watching you float
on sun-sparkled waves in my plastic wading pool!
When it was time to get out,
you stayed with me as I dried off,
lying on a towel under the magnolia tree.
Each time I went back in the house,
I set you on the patio table, safe from the dog,
until she climbed up a chair
and chewed your fish tails anyway.
Did my mother throw you out?
Your painted smiles assure me
you’re safe now, away from mothers and dogs.
Look at you, lying on lily pads
in your Pinterest toy heaven!

by Jennifer Fenn

by Gwynne Garfinkle
This poem originally appeared in Mythic Delirium
he sang to us of freedom
we crooned to him of thrall
he thought he lured us (he did)
then he smashed onto the rocks
his flute lost beneath the waves
and nibbled by glittering undersea fish
we thought we enticed him (we did)
then we wound up high
in the freezing mountains
mapless, far from home
his song made us shiver
his song dumped us in hot water
his song made us crave black leather and long highways
his song turned us into groupies in spite of ourselves
and that’s unforgivable
our song unmoored him
our song zapped his compass
our song made him long to breathe underwater
our song left him drifting in the cold, dark water
which served him right
now that it’s all over
(wherever he is)
we sing songs steeped in his
like strong black tea

by Yoshiro Takayasu

Translated by Toshiya Kamei
This story first appeared in Delos in May, 2019
Ryota got off the train at a station in a
fishing village. As he walked out of the
station, a flyer posted on the wall caught
his eye: “Apprentice Fisherman Wanted.”
It also said, “All You Can Eat Fish.” Ryota
had a weakness for fish. That’s because
he was actually a kappa, a water goblin.
There was a complicated reason why the
kappa was in the human world.
Ryota’s village was situated on a
sandbank in the Izumi River in northern
Japan. As humans continued to destroy
nature, however, it became difficult to live
there. Many kappa left the familiar river.
Some migrated to a poor neighboring
village called Tanuki Village while others
departed for distant foreign lands.
Kappa can turn themselves into humans
quite easily. The shell on a kappa’s back is
actually detachable, unlike a turtle shell.
The dish on top of its head is merely a
bald spot, so you can’t tell kappa apart
from humans if they wear hairpieces.
You may often come across drawings of

pointy-mouthed kappa, but painters tend
to exaggerate the facial expressions they
make when they happen to be angry.
Before long all the kappa were gone from
the village in the Izumi River Basin, and
Ryota and his father were the only ones
still remaining there.
“I’ve lived all my life as the master of
this river. I have no intention of living
anywhere else.”
That was what his father had often said.
His father’s stubborn determination
seemed noble to Ryota, and he wanted to
continue living in the Izumi River just like
his father, if possible.
His father died at the age of two hundred.
His death was a bit premature for a kappa.
It’s likely that the subpar living conditions
hastened his death. Now all alone, Ryota
lived for a while taking care of his father’s
tomb, but the winter when he turned
fifteen, he finally ran out of food and went

to a town where humans lived.
At first, Ryota didn’t know how to live
in human society. His understanding of
human language was if that of a small
child. Hungry and unable to move, he was
picked up by the police. A fifteen-year-old
kappa looks like a child of five or six years.
“How old are you? What’s your name?” A
lot of questions were asked, but he only
repeated that he didn’t know. He was
placed in an orphanage and lived there for
the next ten-odd years. As he ate human
food and lived among humans, he aged like
a human.
Ten years had passed since he graduated
from high school and became independent.
He began to think it wasn’t half bad to live
as a human. Then he got acquainted with a
girl. She was his first love.

Ryota quit his job and went on a trip with
no destination in mind.
He opened the letter in the train.
“I know your secret. You’re actually a
kappa. I, too, have a secret. My ancestors
were from Tanuki Village, and I’m a tanuki.
Humans keep destroying nature selfishly,
but the two of us can find a way to live
together even in such a difficult world. I
can go anywhere in order to live. We tanuki
pride ourselves in surviving. The same goes
for the kappa tribe, doesn’t it?”
When Ryota finished reading the letter, he
jumped off the train. Then he found himself
at a station in Chiba Prefecture, where
he spotted the flyer that read “Apprentice
Fisherman Wanted.” Ryota called her cell
phone in front of the flyer.

However, Ryota had no idea how to nurture
his love. He read books on marriage and
talked to friends, but his worries only grew.
What was he supposed to do with his life?
How could they raise a child after they were
married? What was a good life? How could
he maintain his pride as a kappa, which
had made his life worth living? More than
anything else, how exactly would being a
kappa influence his life?

“I think I’ll be a fisherman in this town. If
you don’t mind being with a kappa, why
don’t you join me here? It’s dawned on
me that you should pride yourself in living
your life to the fullest, whether you’re a
kappa or a tanuki.”

Perhaps because he held such doubts, their
relationship, which had lasted about two
years, began to cool down, and she started
implying that she wanted to break up with
him. One day she handed him a letter,
saying “Read this.” Ryota thought it was a
goodbye letter.

“So you’ve finally realized that, Ryota the
Kappa,” she said with a smile.

Suddenly, someone poked Ryota’s back. It
was his girlfriend who secretly followed
him on his trip.

A few years later they were married and a
child was born. That child is me, writing
down this story.

Takayasu/Kamei

by Maria Haskins
This story was originally published in audio at R.B. Wood’s Word Count Podcast
She watches the children playing in
the shallows, feels her pulse skip and
quicken.

seems like nothing but rust and iron,
hook and sinker, a body on the rocks,
stripped of its lustrous hide.

The girl is fearless. She runs into the
waves and dives below while the boy
walks in cautiously, until finally he is
floating on his back, arms out, a clumsy
starfish.

It’s different on the beach, especially now
in summer. Easier and harder at the same
time. The air smells of salt and seaweed
and sunscreen, bodies crowding close in
the sand. Gleaming, touching.

He’d drown easier, she thinks, smoothing
out the bright red bathing suit fabric,
tugging it in place around her thighs,
trying not to feel the hunger twisting in
her gut, the craving for flesh and gristle,
for tender meat to rip and tear.

She leans on the old merry-go-round: the
cracked wood, the sun-bleached plastic of
the car-shaped seats. Hears the creaking
of the wood, feels the wobble of loose
nails and metal bars.

Standing here on the beach she feels the
weight of her body, so much heavier than
it would have been beneath the waves.
So slow in this pale, translucent skin.
Some days, at home, she feels so slow
and heavy it’s hard to get out of bed, the
weight of what she is and what she can’t
be anymore, holding her down until she
cannot move at all. Those days, life itself

It’s been a long time since anyone used
the merry-go-round, and the only ones
perching on it now are gulls and crows.
She remembers when children played
on this merry-go-round, screaming and
laughing as they spun. She remembers
watching them from the water, wondering
what it would feel like to be one of them.

That was long ago.

was and should always have been.

Everything is long ago.

She walks closer to the water’s edge,
heels sinking deep in soft sand, saltwater
The sun is hot on her skin, and she stands spilling into her tracks. The strength and
very still, feeling the hunger, feeling her
power of the ocean lapping at her ankles.
weight, the lush folds of her waist and
belly, breasts, and back.
I could leave, she thinks, remembering a
day years ago when she tried. When she
It’s a good a body, but here, so close to
swam out so far she could barely see the
the water, she longs to feel the tug of
shore, the cold embracing her, fish and
waves and current, to slip beneath and
crabs calling from below.
dive until the light isn’t even a faint
glitter above.
The children scream again, chasing each
other through the waves. She watches
The children play in the shallows. Skin
their small bodies cleave the water. Soft
wet and glistening, hair plastered to their limbs, supple skin.
skulls.
She walks in slowly, relishing the tickle of
Nearby, a group of older girls walk by,
cold water around her midriff, the gentle
giggling, tugging nervously at their
caress of waves as they slip inside the red
bathing suits, assuring each other they
bathing suit. Then, she dives.
are beautiful. Nothing weighs them down
it seems, and yet she knows it isn’t so.
Below the surface, her slow, careful
Everyone is weighed down by something. movements are transformed into fluid
Everyone carries their own chain and
strength. The joy of it almost overwhelms
anchor.
her – her legs fusing as she kicks, nostrils
narrowing, pale skin turned mottled
All flesh is beautiful, she wants to tell them, grey and black. Holding on to what she
and beneath the water being round and sleek
was is like holding a squirming, slippery
would serve you well.
sea-creature in your hand, its wriggling
shape spilling between your tightly closed
The children scream. She turns, teeth
fingers. It’s almost more than she can
sharpening behind her lips, but they
bear, more than she can stand. She wants
are only splashing each other. Breathing
to be part of the salty water, wants to
deep, she forces herself to look away. The dive deep into the darkness, swim up the
longing is almost overwhelming now, the coast to a beach where the sun plays over
desire stirring beneath her skin – to let
smooth pebbles and rippling sand. She
go, to release herself, to become what she wants to feed. She wants to feel raw, fresh
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meat between sharp teeth, the taste of
blood when she swallows.
No.
She’s already been under too long,
and when she bobs up, she raises her
arms slowly to make sure they are still
arms, hands, fingers. A shiver of fur and
mottled grey slips away along her spine,
underneath the bathing suit, her lower
body turning back to legs and feet and
toes when she closes her eyes and wills it
so.
“Wow!” The boy’s face is next to hers
in the water, brown eyes shining. “You
stayed under so long, Mom!”
She smiles at him and rolls over on her
back, looking up at the sun.

“Mom, did you see? Did you see me do a
handstand?” the girl shouts.
She keeps smiling; keeps her teeth small
and blunt, her mouth closed, feels her
body lose its fluidity, slowing, steadying.
Staying.
“Show me again,” she says, knowing
that whatever kept her here once, it is no
longer her body that tethers her, but theirs.
It’s all right. She can live with it, with the
sadness, the loss, buried in her flesh like
a barbed hook, she can feel the joy and
happiness anyway. After all this time, she
knows how to live, knows she can be like
the ocean itself, a sunlit surface, hiding
the far depths below, seas and caverns full
of life and hunger, unseen and unguessed.

The new team
has cast a
magical net for
the contributing
crew of
Mermaids
Monthly 2022!
Back the
Kickstarter now
to be the first
to enjoy the
mermaid magic
these folks have
found!
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by Lawrence M. Schoen
Content Note: This story includes ableism and references dying
and death.
This story was originally published in Strange Plasma, 1990

On a typically gloomy October Tuesday
I was sitting in the park tossing
popcorn to the few pigeons around and
feeling generally sorry for myself. Not
surprisingly the park was, but for myself,
deserted. As I sat there wondering just
how much popcorn a pigeon had to eat
before it fulfilled its minimum daily
requirement of eight essential vitamins, I
heard a faint and far off squeak. It was the
merman.
The squeak repeated itself, louder this
time, and began to occur in a regular
pattern, drawing closer all the while. I
quickly began to distribute the rest of the
popcorn to my audience in an attempt
to leave before the merman appeared; I
was in no condition to see him, to share
my recent news with him. I wasn’t fast
enough. From around a bend in the path
a rickety, squeaking wheelchair rolled into
view. The merman was seated in it.

When I say a merman I don’t mean a
barrel-chested, fish-tailed gentleman with
a long flowing white beard and a trident.
The merman in the wheelchair was old,
very old. Accordingly he did have a long
white beard, but any muscled torso he
might once have known had long since
faded with time. I suppose he could have
had a fish tail, what little I ever saw of
his legs was kept wrapped in a heavy
woolen blanket; you can’t really ask a
cripple to show you his legs. And instead
of a jeweled trident my merman always
carried an ancient leather bound book and
a portable chess set. The reason I call him
a merman at all was due simply to his
insistence that he was the last survivor of
legendary Atlantis.
We had met a few years earlier in that
very same park. I had just lost my job, my
lover, and my driver’s license. It hadn’t
been a good day. I had been sitting on a

bench at the other end of the park when
the merman had squeaked his chair up to
me.

replied. “You’ve a glow about you as weak
as I’ve seen. Come out in the water, it’ll
ease your spirit. Come on now.”

“Rain.” He said to me, “Not as good as an
ocean’s breast, but the body takes what it
can get.”

I still don’t know quite what happened
next; one minute I was safe and dry
under the tree listening to the crazy old
man, and the next I was standing next
Not having heard him approach, and not
to him soaked to the skin watching him
really hearing him when he spoke I looked shake his head over the soggy chessboard
up in confusion.
moving the pieces here and there with
both hands. All at once though I did begin
“Huhh? There’s no rain. What are you
to feel better, almost like the rain had
talking about?”
washed away my despair. What was a job?
What was another lover more or less?
“Give it time, the water comes to those
What possible use could I have had for a
who yearn.”
driver’s license?
As I looked at him in still greater
confusion I was about to reply when I
felt the first drops. Having already had a
miserable day I didn’t feel a need to be
rained on as well and so I leapt off the
bench and dashed for the nearest tree.
When I looked back the old man was still
there. He had taken out an old cardboard
chessboard and was arranging the pieces
of it on his lap. The rain began to come
down much harder but he remained there,
shaking his head back and forth over the
board seemingly oblivious to the rain.

“Aye, much better indeed,” he said. “Now
give me your hands a moment and we’ll
see if you’ve reason to have been so
gloomy.”
So saying he reached out taking my hands
in his, turning them palms upward, and
looked first at one and then the other and
back and forth again.
“Aye you’ve time enough yet; fullness
is not measured in days. No indeed,
you’ve no cause for such an outlook.
Cultivate music, you’ve a gift you’ve been
neglecting. See to it.”

“Do you need help? Have the sense to
come out of the rain, it’s dry under this
tree!” I called to him, feeling perhaps a bit He let go of my hands then and began
guilty for having left him out there.
rolling his chair away from me through
the park and through the rain. I just stood
“Help? You’re the one what wants for
there, watching it all in a dream, and then
help hiding in the dry as you are” he
looking down at my hands after he rolled
Schoen

around another bend and out of sight.
That was how I’d met the merman.
He’d been right of course, but in a
roundabout way. After he had left I
walked back to my dark apartment in
the rain, puzzling over and eventually
forgetting what he had said. Despite
drying off, changing into fresh clothes,
starting a warm fire, and brewing myself
some tea, I had caught a definite case
of sniffles by the time I went to bed.
When I awoke in the morning, it had
miraculously changed into that year’s
variety of influenza.
The next several days whirled by in a
continuing dream, made up of weakness,
herb teas, and inordinate amounts of
sleep. At some point amidst the haze
I’d found an old alto recorder my ex had
left behind. To my fevered head the light
shrills sounded soothing and I’d played
and played, waking and sleeping. The
music made me forget how miserable I
truly felt, and it seemed I had a true gift
for the thing. That’s when I remembered
the merman.
A week later when I was feeling better I
went again to the park. I had to find the
old man. I searched and searched, but
never saw him. In despair I sat down
upon a bench and pulled out the recorder,
I’d taken to carrying it everywhere, and
began to play a low mournful song.
From down the walkway there came a
slow squeaking sound. I looked up and

there he was again, the same rickety chair,
with the chess pieces spilling (but not
quite falling) all across his lap.
“What a sad melody you’ve chosen to
greet me with,” said the merman, “I’ve
not heard the like since the continent fell
and I played such a one myself.”
“What continent?” I replied, both
startled by his sudden presence and again
confused by his words.
“My home, of course. I am, sorry to say,
the last survivor of long lost Atlantis.
Surely you’ve heard of it?”
I dropped my recorder. Non sequiturs can
do that to me. I hadn’t really evaluated
what he’d said, but I answered him
casually, like you might talk about the
weather.
“Yes, of course. But wasn’t that quite a
long time ago?”
“To be sure.” He smiled, “But then, I like
to think I wear it well.”
He gave out a great sigh then, and his
eyes seemed to cover over with a wistful
mist. Then just as suddenly he recovered
himself, moved a chess piece with his left
hand and looked at me again.
“I was a chronicler,” he said to me. “For
more than seven centuries before its fall,
I researched and recorded all the citizenry
of my home. The great and small alike, for
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all of us have our stories to tell.”
“I see,” I replied. I began to feel more
than a little uncomfortable talking with
this obviously confused (if not deranged)
man. And yet he was not in the least
bit threatening. He spoke with the calm
surety one used to explain tying shoelaces
to a child, not the intense seriousness of
a fanatic. He was, I decided, at the very
worst a touch senile. He had found a
better world to live in than this one, and
who was I to deny such a thing of an old
man. Better to humor him, I thought.
“And what became of all your chronicles?
Were they lost as well?”
He smiled then, as if I had asked just the
right question, and reached beneath the
worn blanket which enveloped him from
the waist down.
“No, not all,” he said, pulling forth a
large leather-bound book. “I managed to
take some of them with me. I began this
volume less than a month before I left. I
made it myself. The pages are as thin as
gossamer and as strong as silk, more than
you could count in a week’s time.”
I was hooked now. Even sitting across
from him I could see that it was like no
book I had ever seen. It was large, like a
renaissance folio, and the lettering along
the spine was tiny but immaculate and in
no language I had ever seen.
“What exactly is in it?” I asked.
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“Ah, many many things. It is a collection
of biographies mostly. I had originally
begun to write down the lives of the
members of the court, but in more recent
years I have added accounts of the people
I have met in my own travels through
life. I have been fortunate enough to have
known a good many persons, and those
that have been closest to me I have kept
alive in this book that I might have them
with me forever.”
We chatted like that for a while, nonsense
really, both of us going along with his
ramblings. I felt like a conspirator,
an accomplice he had taken into his
confidence. He was telling me his darkest
secrets in such matter-of-fact tones.
Throughout it all he played with his chess
pieces, carrying out several games, one
hand against the other, shaking his head
to and fro over the board all the time he
spoke to me.
After a long while he sighed and packed
his set away. Taking my hands into his he
again studied them, first palms up and
then down, head to one side and then the
other.
“There is a time for all things. This is not
so profound. But for you there is fuller
time than for most. Few are those who
have stopped to talk with me, and fewer
still those who listen. I do not mind.
I have my game, and I keep my own
company as few can. Even so, it is good to
hear another voice. Will you come to talk

to me again?”
I gathered my hands back to myself and
looked at this queer old man. There was
something so compelling about him, and
yet I could not say just what it was.
“Of course,” I told him. “I’ll look for you
here in the park, all right?”
“Splendid!” he said. “I will find you by
your music. Till then.”
He rolled away then, creaking down the
paths of the park while I retrieved my
recorder from where it had fallen earlier.
As time went on the merman and I met
many times. I told him of the changes in
my life, the mundane trivialities of a new
job, new relationships, etc. He in turn
told me of his past, the humble role of
a chronicler, always on the edge of the
events he recorded but never took part in.
He described the towers of Atlantis, the
history of a glorious race, the culture and
art which were forever lost. He spoke of
the people he had known, the people he
had written into his book, making their
stories come alive with the telling, his
words creating light and color, sensation
and insight. Now and then, ever so
briefly, he brushed over a reference to
the destruction of his homeland, the
desire of a few for powers which proved
uncontrollable by ordinary mortals.
Eventually he spoke of his illness,
epilepsy, and how it had changed his life.

“Like all of my people I have been very
long-lived,” he said, “but still the body
weakens and changes with time. One
morning years ago I awoke and began
thrashing about violently, a sight to
behold I’m told. The doctors then said
there was little they could do, not like it
is now. They wanted to operate, they said,
separate the sides of my head. They told
me it would stop the seizures. When they
were done it was like half of me didn’t
know the other half.”
“What do you mean?” I’d asked.
“Why, one hand might be buttoning a
shirt, and the other unbuttoning it at the
same time. But I learned to talk to the
other side of me, and in a way I’ve learned
to hear him too. Now we’re the best of
friends, and we both enjoy a good game of
chess now and then.”
I’d stared at him in astonishment!
“You mean you’ve really been playing
chess all those times? You against
yourself.”
“Aye. Since the operation I’ve never
lacked for company. But both of me enjoy
visiting with you. You bring me back to
the now when I might lose myself in the
then.”
He looked up at me then, taking his eyes
off the game on his lap, and gave me a
slow wink, first one eye and then the
other.

Schoen

And so it went. I visited my merman in
the park every weekend for the better
part of two years. Each time he repeated
his ritual examination of my hands. We
talked and shared ourselves and it never
seemed strange to hear the things he said.
Somehow in the way he said them they
made obvious sense. Sometimes it seemed
that he actually spoke little, that all the
talking was my own; the merman listened,
and in his listening communicated a kind
of peace and understanding.
But today, today I was not really looking
forward to seeing him. It wasn’t even
our regular day. I had come to the park
fresh from my doctor. What he’d told
me was hardly cheerful. I guess I had
associated the park with feeling good, and
I desperately needed to feel that way now,
but not with the merman. I couldn’t bear
to share this news with him.
The merman rolled his chair up to me
and looked through me. He pulled out the
ancient leather book I’d always seen him
carry with him but never open. He opened
it then, slowly, carefully. The page was
filled top to bottom, right to left with the
same minute and curious characters that
stretched along the book’s spine. They had
been written in a silvery ink that all but
glowed back the light from the cloudy sky.
“This is you, see. I’ve written here all the
things you mean. All the things you’ve
said, and all you’ve meant to say. These
are the things you like, and the things you
don’t like, and the things you’ve always
wanted but have never had. Here is a list
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of all you’ve done, and here one of all you
never quite got to do. I’ve written it all
here.”
“Wh-why?” I stammered. The merman
was confusing me, just like he had done
when we first had met.
“To show you, to show you that when
you’re gone a part of you will be left
behind. And I’ll share this part with the
others who stop a moment to be with me
as you have done. You’ll touch them too.
That’s immortality.”
“When I’m gone? How do you know?”
He took my hands again, like he had done
so many times. He pointed to different
folds and lines.
“Here,” he said, “and here. It’s soon, isn’t
it?”
“Yes,” I murmured, “it is. They told me
it would be sudden, and any time. I’m
scared. I never expected to die that way.”
“Which of us really expects to die. Look,
it’s starting to rain. Would you like to play
a game of chess?”
The merman closed his leather book,
tucking it under his blanket away from the
rain. He began setting up pieces on the
board on his lap. I looked at the lines on
my hands, at the chess set, and finally at
the merman. I took out my recorder and
began to play.
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