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      The sea didn't smell like it used to. A charnel rancor lingered between the familiar scents of salt and sunscreen, a foulness Ilana couldn't recall from any of her childhood memories. The newfound stench sat among the crushed beer cans buried in the sand and high-rises erected in the decade and a half since she'd last stepped foot on Monroe Island. Acceptable, societal decay. The commodification of even the most peaceful of places.

      In her formative years, a beachside walk used to clear her head; sit on a bench and stare out at the crystalline waters of the gulf lap at platinum sands, and find serenity in the still of it all. Sat on the edge of white concrete planter, she tried to find that long-forgotten peace between the waves and the horizon, but it no longer existed. Drowned beneath swathes of people as they shouted and tossed sweating beer cans between them. The invasion of new sights and smells only reinforced how long she'd been away, all the years of growth and memories she'd missed on the islands, all the holidays she'd avoided with the question, "Will he be there?" as a convenient excuse. How much had her grandmother changed in those years? Would she, like the island, sport unfamiliar blemishes?

      All the inevitable questions and small talk swirled around difficult topics like moths around an unguarded flame, singeing their wings when they flew too close. But she couldn't avoid it. Couldn't sit on a bench until her flight left in a few days, couldn't hope the flames didn't smolder avoidant wings. She had to rip the band-aid off fast. She owed her brother, Caleb, that at the least. For her years of eschewing familial duties, she paid penance now, when it was too late.

      Prepared, Ilana stood and immediately gagged; a salmon or tarpon judging from the size, heavily decomposed or torn apart by a motor lay on the beach, considerable chunks missing across the fish's body and head. Black spots speckled shredded chunks of white meat, visible disease beneath the shimmer of silver and gold on its scales. Ilana wrinkled her nose and spun away from the mutilated fish; she'd only find peace at one place on the island.

      Her grandmother, Maya, lived a ten-minute walk along the beachfront. In the shadow of a freshly built and viciously white tower block was the thin, three story, coral home, marked by painted spirals and undulant white trim. Among the sleek modernity of new constructions, the home was an archaic eyesore, but to her it was perfect, plucked directly from the vaulted halls of her memories. Unchanged by time or abraded by the salt air, void of any rose tint she'd feared would warp her perception.

      On her way up the gravel path, the front door swung open, and Maya bounded outward at a pace far sprier than her years should've allowed. Both arms wrapped around Ilana's torso in a hug so tight her spine cracked its entire length.

      "Oh my God, I cannot believe it. You're really here. I saw you on my little Ring thingy. Can you believe I'm a modern woman now?" Maya moved back but kept both her hands on Ilana's shoulders, gripping her tight. "And look how gorgeous you are. I always knew you'd grow up to be a little heartbreaker."

      Ilana froze, arms tucked by her side, incapable of stopping the first tear of the day from spilling onto her cheek. Much like the house, time only caressed Maya. The tattoos on her arms were a little more faded than she remembered, a few more wrinkles had spread across her face like spiderweb cracks creeping across ice, her hair was now shorn into a tight fade topped with a perfect silver quiff. But it was unmistakably her grandmother. Just as she was supposed to be. It disarmed Ilana entirely. All the mental preparation during a long day's travel dissipated; ink spilled among the darkness.

      "Oh sweetie," Maya held her close again and gave her a kiss on the side of the head. "Come on. Let's get you inside. I’m so happy you're here."

      A slight pressure on Ilana's shoulder blade ushered her into the home, past Maya and onto the welcome mat. The interior of the house forced two more tears to fall. The stairwell directly ahead of the front door remained flanked by family photos. The living room to the right of the entrance was still a chaotic mess; more of an art studio than a living space, countless canvases and sheets covered in a full prism of colors. A cracked leather couch with a mess of throw blankets and pillows sat in front of a coffee table whose surface was more magazines and torn envelopes than stained wood. A single new addition sat against the far wall, a flat screen television mottled by flecks of dust. Even the walls, with their sky blue tint and yellow accents hadn't aged. Ilana half-expected to see the toys she'd left out over a decade ago still in place.

      "Excuse me, darling. Finishing touches are still needed." Maya glided by, elegant in her movements. "Make yourself at home, but dinner's a surprise. No peeking. And don't fret, not a speck of meat has touched this house since I heard you were coming down. Grown quite fond of it myself, you know?"

      "I'm…" Ilana paused to swallow the lump in her throat. "I'm just happy to be back. And, uh, you know, I just wanted to say— Oh."

      "Lookit, there's a new shoot. New shoot." The boy charged into the kitchen through the back door, barging through the unlatched screen door with his entire body weight thrust against the frame. He held a flower pot in both hands, high above the scruffy mop of brown hair that fell across sunkissed skin like he'd won first place.

      "Well, would you look at that?" Maya bent at the hip to inspect the emerald sprout sticking out from the plant. "You're doing such a good job with it, I'm so proud of you. Are you going to name it?"

      The boy nodded. "It's Rolly," he said with an enthusiasm that only came from children of that age range, the under tens, yet to fully grasp the concept of cynicism. "Cause it's a Rhodenduhrum."

      "Rhododendron, yeah."

      Ilana cleared her throat and tried to keep her face neutral despite the granite in her stomach, pressing, falling, threatening to drag her to the ground and collapse her into a heap. It felt like a betrayal, a child in the home.

      "Right," Maya threw her hands up as if it was a simple thing to forget the unexpected third for their dinner. "Ilana this is Milo, Milo this is Ilana, my granddaughter."

      Milo smiled, a boisterous grin that showed his few missing teeth, and tilted his head back with pride. "Nice to meet you, Lana."

      "You too. And he is?"

      "Oh, his parents live across the street. I sometimes watch him when they're busy. We keep each other company, don't we?"

      "Mhm, we're friends."

      "Well, I'd hoped⁠—"

      "Why don't you go wash up, dear? Get that travel smell off you, dinner won't be long." Maya's smile seemed sincere but the subtext of silence flicked through bared teeth.

      Much like the first floor, the second sat unchanged since Ilana's last visit in her teens. By far the most cramped area in the house, the hall off to the side of the stairs was tight and lined with a thin rug that spanned its length to provide a modicum of character to an otherwise bland space. At both ends of the hall, a bedroom, a shared bathroom between them. Ilana's room was always the one to the right, the one with the best view.

      The actual room itself was the first hint of change to the house. In the years since her time there, Maya had painted the room. Gone were the soft peach walls, replaced by a more vibrant orange destined to match the picturesque sunsets of Florida's west coast. A twin bed and dresser were the room's sole pieces of furniture. Purposefully designed to be sparse.

      "No one should spend their time in paradise staring at four walls," Maya always said.

      But she lacked any desire to be social, to have such an emotionally dense conversation in front of a stranger. A child no less, an interloper acting a part only made for her brother. The fact twisted her innards into knots, rid her of a day's worth of hunger in an instant. Did Maya not realize how cruel it was to flaunt Caleb's replacement in front of her? It stuck bile to the back of her throat. She had to swallow it. Had to calm down and not let the rising tide of fury ruin another relationship. Not this one.

      Cool water against her face and the muted amber of sunset pouring through the bathroom's thin curtains helped soothe her. The lights outside were a fitting distraction for her mind. A thin strip of red sat directly above the ocean's tepid waves on the horizon, fading up into a bar of orange and gold that kept the pale blue above it aglow as night encroached, trying to push all the colors beneath the waves to bring its empty abyss to the world. Within an hour, the sky would be dark, and a new set of impeccable views would stretch across the sky.
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      Maya served dinner on the wooden deck out back. A mix of various vegetarian dishes painstakingly prepared throughout the day. Five courses that Maya hand delivered and explained in detail to the table, refusing help from Ilana or Milo no matter how many times each offered. Glasses of red wine (and grape juice for Milo) always remained full, allowing conversation to flow freely as needed after such a long time away. Maya was relentless, battering Ilana with questions between mouthfuls: What was school like? Did she meet any boys or girls? Were there parties? Love? Cry? Fight? How was the city? The job? Did she have any interests? All her grandmother wanted to know was the missed years, every little detail Ilana hadn't shared due to missed phone calls or refused trips. She made sure to include Milo, asking him to share simple things about his life with Ilana: what he liked in school, what his favorite plant in her garden was, where did he want to visit? After dessert, a chocolate cheesecake more decadent than any piece of food had the right to be, Maya finished off her questioning with something simple.

      "And how are you these days?" She finished half of her glass of wine with the question.

      Ilana stared off at the ocean, now a shapeless void, its form only betrayed by the slight coruscations of streetlights along the spines of waves. It was easier to look at than her grandmother in that moment. A textureless horizon whose infinite stretch and unknowable possibilities could swallow her whole.

      "About as expected." Ilana followed Maya's lead in draining the rest of her drink.

      "It's not so different from all that, you know?” Maya said, nodding to the sea. “At its deepest, it feels unconquerable, directionless. There's no possible amount of time or effort you can take to escape it. It surrounds you, it'll drag you down. But the tide always recedes. Always. When it does, don't be fooled though. It's... it's almost at its worse then. You think you see the shore again, you think you can walk freely but it's still there. Just like the ocean, it fills in every gap, creates little puddles and pools. You'll step in them without thinking and... the feeling's just as damn hopeless as being swept out to sea. I, uh, I guess what I'm saying is, watch where you're walking, especially on your own. Best to have people around you to help you watch out for those pitfalls. I... I hope that made sense."

      "Yeah, that makes sense." Ilana flashed her grandmother a closed lip smile.

      "I don't get it." Milo's intrusion nullified it immediately, stripped her of any opening to breach the necessary conversation.

      "And that's for the best, sweetheart. Now, if you'll both excuse me, I have some washing up to do."

      "Not alone you don't," Ilana said.

      Milo hopped out of his seat, ready to work. "Yeah, we can help."
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      Once they vanquished the excessive mounds of pots and pans, and colored splotches around the kitchen, Maya rested against one of the counters.

      "Well, I'm pooped, think it's time for me to call it a night."

      "Oh, do you need me to walk him home? He's right across the street, you said?"

      "No, he knows how to put himself to bed, don't you, darling? Why don't you get ready and then I'll tuck you in?"

      "Okay, night night Lana," Milo gave a hearty wave before bouncing off toward the stairs. Ilana watched him the entire way, tracking his sinuous movements around the living room's clutter.

      "He's such a good kid," Maya whispered. "It's a shame his parents are a pair of assholes. I swear, they're more focused on getting drunk with college⁠—"

      "And where's he sleeping?" Ilana cut her off the second she was sure Milo was out of earshot.

      "Up in the— Oh. No, sweetie, no, it's not like that, I'm not trying⁠—"

      "Do you realize how god damn disrespectful that is? Did you at least wait until his body was cold before replacing him? Did you give him that courtesy at least?"

      She marched toward the door.

      "Ilana, wait, it's not like that. He's lonely. I'm lonely. It's not easy."

      "Don't talk to me about easy from your fucking paradise." Ilana kept her voice down but made sure the words popped and growled as they exited her throat. "I'm going for a walk,"

      The world outside wasn't as it was supposed to be. Late night walks in her teens to chain smoke existed in silence, roaming through a still world, where only the faint glow of shrouded windows implied the existence of other people. But Monroe Island wasn't hidden anymore. Half a block away from Maya's house she saw the first throngs of people. Groups chuckled and whooped as they swayed along sidewalks. Cars bumper to bumper, the thudding of bass to different songs melding into a continuous, arrhythmic rumble. With the roads and pavements growing with Friday night's flood of humanity, Ilana took herself down to the beach, hoping she'd find a spot of serenity somewhere the fluorescent lights didn't caress. Nearby bars ensured no silence existed anywhere within walking distance, their crowds crowing to similar beats, but the closer she got to the sea, the thinner the crowds became. Down by the tidal mark, with her head tilted back, Ilana could lose herself in the stars.

      Tight clusters still huddled next to one another like the cold of infinity required kinship, but the colors between them had faded. No longer could she see the swathes of purple and gold that streaked across the cosmos, muted by the additional artificial lights on the island.

      In that pale darkness, she sought answers. Something to blame other than herself as if the answers to a lifetime of poor behavior existed floating among the cosmos. Deep down, she knew it to be another case of her heart reacting before her mind had the chance to form a sensible interpretation of events. Story of her life. React first, strike with venom, and clean up later. How long could it last? How many ill-tempered outbursts would erode the portions of her life she held dearest?

      How many were even left?

      A decreased heart rate brought about the clarity needed to head back toward the house. The answer, as always, existed within her. As simple as it always was—swallow her pride and apologize. Explain how raw the emotions still were from the loss of Caleb, that she'd always have to live with the regret of words unsaid, but that it was unfair for her to push that onto Maya. Not easy words to spill freely, but necessary. Ilana owed that to the both of them at a minimum. Shouting at Maya was no way to accomplish the task ahead.

      "Got a light?" a woman posted against the side of a building asked, her voice so gruff it sounded like static.

      Ilana ignored her and kept walking, balling her right hand into a fist, and tensing every muscle in her arm, just in case. She'd lived enough places to know the question had multiple meanings and how aggression could follow it.

      "Stuck up-ass bitch," she muttered after a few steps. "Hey, you got a light?" she asked again a few seconds later.

      A scream followed that spun Ilana on the spot, almost too high-pitched for it to have come from a human. The woman against the wall flailed, threw looping punches and weak kicks as a woman dressed in a black mini-skirt and knee-high boots gripped her face with both hands. The attacker pulled and yanked with unrestrained fury, trying to wrench the woman's head off with her bare hands. The rest of the attacker's group, two other women and a man, all dressed in similar clubbing attire, tried to drag her away or pry her arms backward, but could do nothing to stop her. Blood started to pour down the side of the woman's face, splattering against the sidewalk in quickening drops. Ilana couldn't just stand and watch, let some unfortunate stranger have her face mutilated for no reason. All that simmering anger from earlier boiled over, and formed an all too familiar tension across her body as she took the first step forward. React. Don't think. Let those uneven emotions guide you like they've never steered you wrong countless times before.

      Two strides away from the fray, Ilana cocked her arm back. When Ilana launched the punch, it
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