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TO JOHNNY, SINCE HE ASKED FIRST.

TO THE REST OF MY SIBLINGS: TRY AGAIN NEXT TIME, YOU SLOWPOKES.
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THE BOOK SKIDDED across the deck and scattered Algie’s shuffleboard game.

Like many twelve-year-olds, Algie Emsworth was used to his older brother’s dramatics. “You didn’t like Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea?” he asked, retrieving the book and smoothing its pages.

“Someone should take that publisher to court for false advertising. Maybe I’ll do it myself!” Sixteen-year-old Everett jabbed a finger at the front cover, which showed tentacles roiling from an inky sea, and a squid’s eye bulging as it attempted to ram the Nautilus submarine down its beak. “Almost three hundred pages, and only two about the giant squid! Why didn’t you warn me?”

“I did,” Algie said. “When you borrowed it.”

“Did you? Hmm. I must not have been listening.” Everett went to the rail and squinted across at the white line of sand dunes off the steamer boat’s port bow. A group of passengers trickled by on the deck: ladies with parasols and sweeping skirts, and perspiring gentlemen in coats and Panama hats. One man stopped to aim a pair of binoculars shoreward.

“Another dead one?” asked the lady beside him.

“We’re taking the next boat home,” the man grumbled. “What sort of health resort has a beach lined with carcasses?”

“We’re not at the Hotel Paraíso yet,” soothed the lady. “I’m sure they’ll have an explanation.”

Algie stowed Twenty Thousand Leagues in his knapsack as the group moved off. He took out his spyglass and climbed onto the rail beside Everett. Onshore, waves foamed around a lifeless heap. It was a small whale. Pulling out his field notebook, Algie balanced it against the railing and wrote:


“The carcasses have increased in frequency all afternoon as we near our destination. I have seen dead manatees, whales, and dolphins, as well as piles of dead fish. Several unidentifiable flesh blobs have also been noted. Could they be decayed portions of larger animals, or a yet-unclassified species?”



“Is this normal, do you think?” Everett shaded his eyes against the sparkle.

“I don’t know,” Algie said. “But I’m going to find out.”

Despite the warm breeze, goose bumps prickled Algie’s arms as he recalled those featureless mounds of flesh. He sneezed three times and adjusted his umbrella hat. He always felt safer with it in place.

“I wish you wouldn’t wear that ridiculous thing everywhere.” Everett shot a disgusted look at Algie’s headgear.

“Professor Champion says an umbrella hat is indispensable in any tropical latitude,” said Algie, with dignity. “It performs many useful functions such as water baler, sunshade, and deflector of poisonous darts. A good naturalist doesn’t care about looking ridiculous in the name of science.” The hat, consisting of a miniature umbrella canopy and removable length of mosquito net, was Algie’s pride and joy. He had built it according to the description in Professor Ransom Champion’s, “A Gentleman’s Journey to Komodo,” from the October issue of the Youth’s Companion.

“Yes, but you aren’t a good naturalist,” Everett said. “Or even a bad one.”

“Not yet.” Algie sneezed again and drew himself to his full height of four feet, ten and three-quarters inches. “Even Professor Champion had to start somewhere. I’m starting here.”

Everett snorted. “Yes, and whose fault is it that we’re here?” Ever since their mother had announced they would be wintering at a health resort in Florida, his moods had grown more erratic, swinging from helpful to irritable.

“It’s not my fault I have asthma.” Algie wiped his watering nose. His sneezes had been worsening all day, along with the dead sea creatures. He hoped he wasn’t headed for an asthma attack.

“It’s all right for you,” Everett said. “You’re too sick to go to school or play sports. But I get yanked from my college prep because Mother thinks I’ll develop typhoid, or—or galloping consumption the minute she turns her back—”

“She’s afraid of losing us,” Algie said. “Like we lost Father.”

Everett’s jaw turned bulldoggish, the way it always did at the mention of Father.

“And a lot of good it did,” he said, “having him close by.” Their father had died of tuberculosis three years ago.

Algie bit the inside of his cheek. He understood Everett hadn’t wanted to come to Florida. But it was hard to sympathize, because he himself was ecstatic. Gone were the days of scribbling treatises on “The Social Life of Lincoln Park Squirrels,” and “Stringfoot in the Chicago Street Pigeon.” In Chicago’s frozen white avenues, with cable cars rattling up and down and the sun slinking below the horizon before dinnertime, the Hotel Paraíso’s promotional brochure had read like pages from a sunlit fairy tale. “Underwater gardens—salubrious clime—every modern convenience in the subtropical jungle!”

Algie remembered looking up the word “salubrious” in the library at the Chicago Academy of Natural History. “Salubrious—healthy, wholesome, favorable to the health.” He’d looked out the window at the falling snow, breathed a lungful of dry air, and coughed.

There were six weeks left in the hotel season. Algie had six weeks to make a scientific discovery that would prove to the Academy he was a force to be reckoned with. No more rejected research papers. No more notices informing him that, “The Chicago Academy of Natural History does not accept underage members.” Algie couldn’t afford to wait until he grew up. As the nineteenth century drew to a close, medical breakthroughs had become almost commonplace, but asthma could still be a death sentence. And there was the ever-present fear, the one his mother never voiced—the real reason she had brought him to Southwest Florida and its healing climate—the possibility that Algie’s breathing problems were not merely asthma, but the same deadly tuberculosis that had stolen his father.

“All right, darlings?” Mrs. Emsworth asked, pausing in her stroll around the deck. “Algie, you look pale. Why don’t you rest in your cabin until we arrive?”

“Of course he’s pale,” Everett said, while Algie escaped from the frilly sunshade his mother attempted to hold over him. “He’s been stuck inside all winter. Finish your walk, Mother. I’ll look after Algie.”

“Will you really?” Algie asked, as Mrs. Emsworth smiled at her eldest son and moved off. “Look after me, I mean?” In Chicago, Everett never had much time for him.

“I don’t know.” Everett propped his forearms against the rail. “Are you planning on getting into trouble?”

“Yes.” Algie thought of Professor Champion’s adventures. He shut his eyes, smelling steam coal and ladies’ perfume, and an odd, tangy brine so sharp it stung his throat. He heard the pfft of a manatee clearing its nostrils, and Everett biting his thumbnail. In his mind he saw the blue-green ocean, dotted with seaweed and the pinky-transparent outlines of cannonball jellyfish. All of Algie’s senses were heightened. The reverse side of serious illness was that no matter how hard he tried, he could not take his breaths for granted. And at the end of the day, that was a good thing.

“Is that the hotel’s pier?” Everett asked.

Algie opened his eyes, and black spots danced across his vision where the sun glanced off the breakers. Something seemed to pulse through the water.

He blinked. He looked again.

“Everett?” he said.

“Yes?”

“Is there an enormous yellow eye looking up out of the ocean?”

Everett peered over the side.

“No,” he said.

Algie nodded, reassured. Yes, it was an ordinary ocean now, lapping the barnacle-studded pier. No black-barred pupil. No otherworldly gaze.

Still …

“When did you last take your medicine?” Everett asked.

“This morning,” Algie said. It was true his asthma medicine made him see funny things occasionally, but the effects never lasted this long. Besides, that eyeball had been clear and defined, not hazy and surreal.

“Everett,” Algie said, “I don’t think it was the medicine.”

His brother wasn’t listening.

“Look,” he said. “They’ve caught something.”

Two gentlemen lounged in a fishing skiff by the deep-water pier. One sported a jaunty yachting cap, the other a safari helmet and luxuriant side-whiskers. The man in the cap was reeling in his line. Soon a dark shape could be seen dragging through the water.

“What’s that?” Everett shaded his eyes. “A cuttlefish?”

“A little octopus,” Algie said, as the side-whiskered man in the boat said, “Octopus. Half-dead, by the looks of it.”

The football-sized creature did look as though it could use a pick-me-up, or at least a cup of tea. Whitish grey, its arms hung limp as it gazed at its captors through huge, mournful eyes.

“They eat these fellows in Japan.” The whiskered man picked up the octopus and jerked the fishhook out of its mantle. “And in the Maldive Islands. Quite a delicacy.”

“Any good?” the capped man asked.

“Not to my taste. We’ll cut off its arms for bait,” the second man decided. “No—maybe leave it one or two and use the body first. It’ll look tastier alive and wriggling.”

“That’s not very sportsmanlike,” said Everett. Algie couldn’t say anything. He gripped the railing, the sunbaked metal burning his palms.

“Ouch!” the first man yelled and dropped the octopus. “It bit me!”

“Not so fast,” said the side-burned man, prying the octopus off the side of the boat as it made a break for freedom. “Accept your fate philosophically—OW!”

The octopus turned bright red. Lashing out with its arms, it snatched the man’s safari helmet and flung it into the sea. Gold-rimmed spectacles followed, and then a whole luxuriant sideburn floated in the waves.

Algie and Everett cheered.

The man in the yachting cap goggled. “I didn’t know you wore false whiskers.”

“Well, I do!” the other man roared, shooting a furious look at the boys on the steamer. “And they’re bloody expensive too!” Ripping the octopus away from his chest, he squeezed the little animal with both hands. The octopus writhed and tugged at the man’s wrists but could not pry itself free. Its color went from red to blue, and then began to drain back to grey.

“Stop it!” Algie yelled.

“Is it dead?” the man in the yachting cap asked.

“Not yet.” The other man chomped on his mustache. “I’m going to turn it inside out and rip out its giblets.”

“No!” Algie shouted and jumped overboard.
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