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​Chapter 1 – Rose
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“Miss Rose, that man came back.”

“What man, sweetheart?” I asked, adjusting the tulle wings on Collette, one of our preschool dancers. I glanced at Evelyn, and we both turned to the studio mirror, locking eyes with each other in its reflection.

“The alligator man,” Collette replied, “He was at the window of the studio again, but only when I closed my eyes.”

An alligator man...is there a man stalking around my studio? 

Wait...if she’s only seeing a man when she closes her eyes, maybe it’s just her imagination. 

I exhaled sharply as I cleared my throat, “Thank you for telling us what you saw, Collette. We’ll keep the windows closed, just in case—until he... goes away from your eyes.” It came out sounding like a question, but Collette seemed satisfied—even if my heart was thumping.

Evelyn moved closer and whispered, “That’s an oddly specific thing for her to be seeing. Do you think this has to do with that weird bayou dream you’ve been having?” I shrugged and then nodded as I motioned for our next tiny toddler fairy, Jacqueline, to come be fitted for her wings. We weren’t exactly sure what we would be using the wings for, but they had become a staple in our collection of reusable prop items for the holiday production over the years. Evelyn nodded back, “Coffee talk later?”

“Definitely.” I murmured as I smiled at Jacqueline, amused that we now had to add a hopefully pretend alligator man to our already-overstuffed coffee talk agenda. 

— 
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AFTER CLASS, COLLETTE’S comment lingered in my mind as we cleaned and locked up the studio. I said a quick goodbye to Evelyn and promised to meet her at Chloe and Fox’s house for coffee talk later, but first I decided to go for a walk.

As I parked and walked out into the sand I tried to reason with myself about why I was so distracted. I should be focusing on our coming holiday production but instead I was collecting seashells in an impromptu mid-morning beach walk. On Halloween. 

Then it hit me. Memories from years I loved and hated...

Of course I’m distracted today.

I told myself I wasn’t thinking about any of that, though...or Collette’s comment, or the dreams I’d been having, or if they were connected or what they meant—I wasn’t thinking about any of those things. I was just taking a walk, just to collect seashells. These are normal things, I told myself, and I definitely wasn’t procrastinating or being distracted by anything from my past. 

But I was. 

I didn’t want to think about the holiday production, not yet anyway. I wanted to think about magic and pumpkin spice lattes and my costume for the Halloween party—should I go as a ballerina again? Or maybe something different this year... hmm, a snow queen? No. Not a snow queen—too wintery. A witch? Maybe...

All I knew was that I was distracted, attempting as I always did this time of year to reclaim Halloween. I still loved the season, in spite of everything...

If I was being honest with myself I kind of preferred life this way: one holiday at a time. It kept me grounded, and it’s what I tried to instill in my students. And it wasn’t so hard to consider the production—we could pull from junior Swashbuckler cheer props, or source something sustainable. Candy canes? Too sticky. Okay, maybe not candy canes. Evelyn would think of something, and so would I. We always did.

But what about music...maybe Straight No Chaser to get the crowd involved? Or play it safe with Nutcracker? My eyes scanned the sand as I imagined the community center transformed into a holiday wonderland.

Oh! A pretty scallop! 

I scooped it up, tracing my finger along its delicate light beige edges and smiled at myself as I noticed another next to it in the sand with deep purple coloring, I picked it up too, smiling at the contrast—warm beige in one hand, deep purple in the other. One was soft and safe. The other, darker and stranger—like the ones I used to collect when I was a little girl, playing princess.

I laughed softly at myself, amused by my own thoughts. Playing princess. Don’t think about any of that today, Rose, I chided myself. I sighed and continued walking. I loved that about the beach, there was always something unexpected happening if you took a moment to look around. 

Just then a slow paddle cut through the still water. Fog I hadn’t noticed before curled, and a sturdy wooden canoe emerged, gliding onto shore. My breath caught: it was steered by a larger-than-life, bipedal alligator man with wet scales glinting there by his shoulders and an eerie smile fixed, like gators always had. He landed the canoe like he’d done it a thousand times before.

His head turned sharply, but it felt less like he saw me and more like he looked through me. Every instinct said run. I didn’t. Maybe I should have. But he was too much like Collette’s alligator man, and I needed to know more. A quiet voice in my head whispered that I should know better than to trust an alligator in a canoe while seashell hunting before coffee talk on Halloween. But another voice—the one that spoke in far off dreams and childhood memories—told me to stay.

That’s the one I listened to. 

I didn’t move. I didn’t even breathe.

The gator stood up and stepped gingerly from the canoe like that was the most normal thing in the world.

He looked at me again—and whatever his unblinking gator eyes saw, it wasn’t me. 

I guess the look on my face gave me away—

That I was curious but afraid.

His strong human arms reached up and pulled back the alligator head—a hood, I realized, though it had looked almost alive while he was wearing it. And underneath: a classically handsome, bright-eyed man. I closely watched his careful movements. Whoever he was—he looked like the light in him had learned to flinch and forgotten how to sparkle. 

“You dropped this,” he said—his voice low, rough, and almost amused—as he held out the purple shell I hadn’t even realized I’d dropped. 

I know that voice. 

He smiled—just a little. Just enough.

And then he said it, the way only he would remember, “Wait... are you Captain Rose of the Mermaid Patrol?”

I blinked, the words yanking me backward in time so fast I could almost feel the moss between my toes and the weight of my homemade seashell crown.

My breath caught. “Beau?”

Somehow this man wearing an alligator head as a hood in the canoe was the grown-up version of a friend I’d known for so many summers as a little girl. We used to play in the shallow bend of the bay, between the mangroves and the old dock. He was always the lost explorer, and I was the mermaid queen who found him. But even then, he played like he was running from something. But even then in our pretend games, he didn’t want to be found for too long.

He said I rescued him once. Under the circumstances...okay, maybe. And then three summers later, he was just... gone. No goodbye. No answers. Just disappeared. Nobody saw him after that. 

Until now.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

He looked at me, like he didn’t know how to explain. Maybe there was too much to say. Watching him grapple with his thoughts was like watching someone cross a battlefield only they could see. His eyes were too haunted for this kind of moment between us. But then he shrugged, and a little of that weight slipped away, though he still clutched the disguise tightly in his hand, “It has been a long time since I’ve seen you. Feels like centuries, maybe.” 

I nodded, laughing softly, “It seems that way, doesn’t it?”  

I wanted to hug him and ask him a million questions and then invite him to stay a while to catch up. He was the last person I expected to see today. Or ever again. But I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable, and he looked like he needed a lot of things right now, kind of urgently, including space. I was glad to give it. Maybe he needed to go do something important and I had coffee talk to get to.

“Well, it was really good seeing you again Beau,” I said. 

“It’s been really good to see you again, too, Rose,” he echoed back.

A pause passed between us, thick with memory—like the air itself hadn’t moved since we were kids. I turned away with a smile.

Then, like a name drifting back from a dream, he asked, “Fox and Gabe... are they still here?” He glanced toward the trees, almost like he could hear them, “I need their help.”
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Chapter 2 – Beau
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I didn’t really know what I’d find in the fog. And I didn’t really know where I was when I emerged from it; I only knew that it felt as though I’d reached the edge of everything and I had to keep going. Honestly that made sense more than anything else at this point in my life. Stuck in something? Keep going—you’ll either get through or end up somewhere unexpected. I kept paddling, hoping the fog would lead me somewhere solid.

The shushing sound of the canoe grinding to a stop in the sand had me lurching forward and stepping out, my footing just as unsure as the beautiful woman staring at me with an odd look on her lovely face.  Women didn’t usually respond that way to me. She looked... startled. Like I’d stepped out of a nightmare. That wasn’t the reaction I usually got—at least, not before everything.

The alligator hood! 

I had almost forgotten about it — 

Take it off!

My body moved before my mind could catch up, jerking me out of my inner thoughts and into a reaction. I removed the hood—quickly but carefully.

She dropped her shell. A purple one. 

It looked just like the ones my friend Rose and I used to play with when we were kids. I smiled, then jolted with recognition, “Wait... are you Captain Rose of the Mermaid Patrol?”

Rose blinked, probably remembering the same thing I was: long days in the short, hot summers. In a different lifetime, it seemed. She saved me once. And honestly, I’d been lost ever since. I’d thought of her so many times and hoped that she was somewhere leading a good life...and now here she was, seeing me in an alligator head or hood or whatever it was. My smelly camouflage more than anything...I shouldn’t have let her see me like this. Not at first. Maybe not ever—

“What are you doing here?” she croaked.

Honestly her question didn’t even register, I was too busy being in my happy state of disbelief, thinking about how lucky I was to have happened upon her like this. I had so much I wanted to say. “It has been a long time since I’ve seen you. Feels like centuries, maybe.” 

She laughed softly back at me, “It seems that way, doesn’t it?”  

I didn’t know what else to say—there were too many things I wanted to share and no idea where to start. Maybe I should start at the beginning. But which one? Where was the beginning of...anything in my life...

I was frozen. How do you restart a conversation with someone you knew the way we had known each other? Too much had happened to explain. The silence stretched. And the more I didn’t say something, the harder it became to say anything at all. I wanted to tell her the truth, no matter how unbelievable it seemed, about my disappearance, about where I’d been and the things I’d seen. But more than that I knew I needed to stay focused on finding answers.  

“Well, it was really good seeing you again Beau,” she said interrupting my thoughts. 

“It’s been really good to see you again, too, Rose,” I said back instinctually, but I meant it nonetheless. 

She turned to leave. My pulse spiked. Was this it? After all these years, just one glance and she’s gone? 

Say something!

“Fox and Gabe... are they still here?” I looked toward the trees. “I need their help.” 

I knew Fox and Gabe the same way I knew Rose: from a lot of time over a lot of summers in what felt like a lot of different lifetimes ago. That kind of pause between friendship as kids and my disorientation in the now should have given me a reason to back up and think rather than charging into things and burdening other people with my story, but I’d heard somewhere that they knew about this broken time loop I’d been stuck in.  

Here’s the thing I’d learned: time wasn’t a line—it was a delicate web, like dew-laced silk stretched across dimensions, crafted with tight laws and unbreakable truths. And somehow Fox and Gabe had toyed around with time enough that they had ripped it, making a hole big enough for me to keep slipping through. 

“Fox still lives up there, he has a cabin now.” She nudged me playfully. “But first: do we need to talk about that alligator head? You look like you just stepped out of the Egyptian pantheon.” Her voice was playful, not afraid. I couldn’t believe that I’d found Rose after all I’d been through, after all I’d seen, here she was looking just as beautiful as I’d always remembered her being. 

“No,” I said, grinning and feeling luckier by the moment that she’d found me on the beach just now. 

Rose smiled back at me, tucking her shells into her pocket and looping her arm through mine, “I’ll come with you to see them, I was heading that way anyway,” she moved ahead of me with intention and grace, as if she were somehow floating in the breeze. The clay path gave way to a large wooden house in a glade filled with sunshine—there was a stone lined driveway, a wind chime made of recycled glass, and the faint scent of autumn crisp in the air.

She marched up the porch stairs with a little bounce in each step, then knocked lightly on the heavy door—just as a man opened it with goggles on his forehead and bare feet. Another man stood behind him, holding a blowtorch.

They stared at the two of us.

“Hey guys!” Rose exclaimed.

“Hi,” the first one said, watching me. 

“Um. Welcome?” said the second, his brow furrowed. 

“Thanks, I’m here for coffee talk with Evelyn. Is she here?” Rose asked.

“She’s upstairs with Chloe—”

“You remember Beau DuBois,” Rose said, moving further into the house like she’d done it a hundred times—and I was sure she had. “And you remember Fox and Gabe,” she said, gesturing as I met both of their eyes. 

“Beau! Where’ve you been all these years?” Fox asked, clapping me on the back as Gabe shook his head in wonder.

I got straight to the point. “I came through one of your time rips.”
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“Wait, what?” Gabe asked, clearing his throat as Fox echoed, “You... came through a rip?”

“Sure did.” I nodded, coughing a little. I wasn’t used to talking this much for this long. “Never seen anything like it; and that’s saying something, I worked as a ghost swimmer in the Office of Naval Research—Deep Operations Division, back in the ‘60s.”

“You did what?” 

I just nodded. “When I was fifteen and I disappeared, I didn’t run away or anything, I walked out of our swamp back there,” I gestured, “And into the 60s somehow.”  

“So, you missed the entirety of the Soul Trade debacle?” Gabe asked. 

I have no idea what he’s talking about. 

“That’s right,” I said automatically, still not fully following.

Then they leaned in, so I kept going. “That was just the first rip,” I said, meeting their eyes. “When I walked out of our swamp and into 1962, I was almost immediately sent on a deep-dive mission. I’d been on the swim team my whole life back home and had scuba experience, so I went along with it, not really knowing what was happening. Anyway, it didn’t end well. After that, I slipped into 1925... I was in the jungle then, working for ...” I trailed off. They probably don’t need to know everything just yet but I needed to close the time loop of my story so they could understand where I’d been, in case that helped, “And I was in 1745 for a while in Louisiana.”

Fox and Gabe shot each other a look like a spark jumping a wire.

My feet shifted as I looked to the side; Rose was still there listening. She smiled a little like she was waiting for me to say something again. That was an unusual feeling for me—being waited on like that. I always had too much to say and never knew how much time I had. So, I kept things short. Quick. Informative. I breathed out deeply, “Yes, sir. I went back and forth for a while. Now I’m here. Back at the start.”

Fox and Gabe seemed to be suspended in disbelief as Rose slipped upstairs so I continued, “I suspect I’m not the first to fall through time. But I might be the first person to walk out of it holding a seashell.”

I heard Rose giggle as she quietly bounded away, fleetingly glancing back at me with a wink before she disappeared upstairs.  

“What do you mean you’re not the first?” Fox asked. 

“I mean this has been happening to me since we were in high school but I heard that y’all were somehow the architects of this experience I’ve been having...” I allowed myself to trail the thought off, not wanting to give too much away, “and I thought you might be able to help me.” 

They locked eyes and had the kind of conversation that two people have in silence when they don’t need to say words out loud. The heaviness of their silence told me that they suspected something like this was happening already. 

“What is that?” Fox interjected, gesturing toward the alligator hood I held under my arm. 

“A small detail of a very long story,” I answered. They seemed to agree to leave that for now. “But despite what I’ve heard people speculate about here and there, you can in fact move both forward and backward through time. I’ve had the unfortunate opportunity to experience it and let me tell you friends; it is not pleasant.” 

—
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THE AFTERNOON UNFOLDED with me listening to their loud ideas accompanied by the faint hum of solar converters outside the window. Gabe explained something about “dimensional slipstreams,” while Fox drew chalk lines across the floor to model overlapping timelines. I told them about the celestial alignments I’d learned along the way—but nothing about the rescue turned recovery mission in ’62. I shared some of the anomalies I’d seen, but none of what I’d witnessed in the jungle. I balanced myself between sharing things that seemed helpful to their work and keeping the majority of my experiences secret. Most of them felt too absurd to put into words anyway. 

I listened to their descriptions of the motion of time. They said time moved in currents like waves and wind with patterns and predictability. But that description made me less convinced that they had anything to do
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